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Prologue: Morocco 


Stretched atop the low adobe wall of the villa, 
glistening drops of pool water covered Michael 
Brighton's lean form. His chest still heaving ftom the 
exertion of a five mile swim, the twenty-eight-year-old 
lay flat on his back, his sun bronzed hair cushioned on a 
jewel-toned towel. One leg was stretched out flat in 
front of him, parallel with the wall, while the other was 
bent perpendicular, allowing his lightly tanned toes to 
tap idly on the baked sand. A carefully applied layer of 
cocoa butter covered his flawless skin, which stretched 
taut over perfectly sculpted muscles. His right arm hung 
lazily down, fingertips trailing gently through the adobe 
rubble, while his left arm was drawn up to his body, the 
hand lying on his bare hip. A long, thick cock rested on 
the smooth skin of his stomach, unresponsive to the 
nearness of his fingers. From behind the shelter of his 


closed eyes Michael faced the African sky and smiled. 
As always, it was Gareth Reed's face that greeted him 
in the darkness. 


The smells of Marrakech, even four miles away, 
lingered on the dry arr like cologne on the shirt of a lost 
lover. Michael breathed them in, filling his lungs with 
saffron and thyme. His ears strained to hear the distant 
calls of the souks. 


Michael's journey to this sun-saturated desert had 
not been an easy one. The road at his back was long 
and twisted. The memories, however, were already 
losing their rougher edges. The most jagged corners had 
already been blunted by time, miles and heat. It was a 
miracle, really, that Michael Brighton could lay there 
and smile at all. It was a miracle born solely through the 
love of one man... 


“Gareth.” Like a love sick fool, Michael whispered 


the name just to feel the taste of it on his tongue. His 
cock awoke, twitching lazily in the sun. As he reached 
down and began to roughly palm himself; the gold band 
that encircled his ring finger caught the sun's light. . . 
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Across the sands, a curse rang out. 


“Damn!” The man behind the binoculars winced as 
the ring's reflection seared his eyes. Tossing the 
offending instrument back into the duffel bag, he 
muttered angrily to himself and continued to make his 
way across the dunes. 
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Meanwhile, with two hands, Michael jerked himself 
off like a pro He pumped his dick through the ring 
formed by his left forefinger and thumb with practiced 
ease. His right hand was not idle, either; his fingers 


pressed paths from his navel down to the base of his 
engorged member. The archive of memories he drew 
from were varied and hotter than the enormous African 
sun. Images of tensed thighs and powerful shoulders 
flashed across the lids of his closed eyes in crisp color 
and dizzying detail. Michael could even smell the leather 
of the horsewhip. ... 


Knuckles turning white as the tips of his fingers 
dug into steel, Gareth Reed hung from the beam 
with a grimace and a moan. 


“Do it!” Gareth snarled as he sent a murderous 
look over his shoulder. “Do it, or I'll strap you to 
this fucking thing myself, goddamn it. ” 


“Promise? ” He replied in a tone edged with 
mischief. 


“Mi...” the name was wrenched off of Gareth's 


tongue with a gasp. Blood dripped down Gareth's 
chin as his teeth clamped over his bottom, lip 
stifling the scream the lash of the whip had drawn 
from him. 


Pre-cum from two cocks glistened like liquid 
diamonds in the abandoned wax museum's dying 
light... 


Michael's breath hitched as the remembered scene 
changed, and roses flooded every sense of his 
memory... 


“Ouch. ” Michael plucked a thorn out of his 
thigh. 


“Keep your ass on the blanket, then. ” Gareth 
mumbled irritably around the hot piece of flesh in 
his mouth. 


“Huh? ” Michael grunted with a smirk as he 
continued smothering Gareth's cock with butterfly 
kisses. 


Insight hit Gareth like a punch to the gut: 
Michael was making him talk on purpose. The 
vibrations of vocal chords on cock must be 
delicious... “Suck me, you... you... fuck!” Gareth 
growled in spiking frustration. 


The whole length of Michael's body twitched 
pleasurably at the reverberations of growled 
command on dick. Breathlessly, Michael informed 
him, “But I'm kissing you.” Even his dick seemed to 
project a pout. 


Gareth bit down on Michael's tender flesh just a 
little too hard. Nobody was pouting now. 


“Ow!” 


Gareth snickered. “Suck or I bite. ” 


“Bastard,” Michael declared with a smirk as 
they flipped over and he commenced all-out 
sucking. Michael smiled as he reached around and 
picked a scarlet rose petal from Gareth's clenched 
ass cheek... 


Engorged to the pomt of pain, Michael slowed the 
rhythm of his pumping just enough to give him time to 
conjure up one last, favored memory... 


Warm cotton sheets gently cradled Michael as 
the skyline of New York City twinkled before him. 


“Not a word,” Gareth whispered hungrily from 
behind. Michael shivered as the man's breath 
ghosted across the nape of his neck. 


The bed moved as a bare arm was draped 
across a bare shoulder. Michael was pulled closer. 


“Not a sound.” Gareth's fingers roughly 
brushed Michael's closed lips. 


“Nothing but me...” the calloused hand reached 
down and cradled Michael's balls, flicking the 
awakening cock with his thumb, “... worshipping 
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you. 


Upon the sun-drenched adobe wall, Michael 
Brighton came long and hard. The sound of the back 
gate creaking open went unnoticed by his blood- 
deprived mind, and as the warm cream coated his 
trembling abs, a shadow moved noiselessly around the 
turquoise pool. 


Like waves washing out to a calmer sea, the 
shudders after his violent ejaculation receded slowly. In 


minutes, Michael knew, his body would descend into 
the rag-doll nirvana of utter exhaustion. Propping 
himself up on his elbows, he shook his head, trying to 
fend off the post-coital lethargy for a few more 
moments. He had to clean himself up. Lightheaded but 
determined, Michael fought the whispers of sleep and 
swung his legs to the side as he pulled himself upright on 
top of the wall. Not trusting his eyes to refrain from 
spinning the pool's water into a dangerously dizzying 
canvas, he kept them firmly shut. He reached blindly to 
his side for the jewel-toned towel that had been his 
makeshift pillow. 


A needle slid into his arm 


Eyes flying open in alarm, Michael caught only a 
glimpse of black leather before he was hooded ftom 
behind. 


“What the fu...’ Michael's voice slowed to a slur. 


Whatever the drug was, it worked quickly. 


Strong arms tightened around his bare chest, 
securing him in an unbreakable grasp. Michael tried to 
struggle, but it took only a moment for the narcotic to 
steal even the fleeting hope of escape away. His head 
immediately grew too heavy to hold up and flopped 
limply back onto his attacker's shoulder. His last 
coherent thought before the drug stole him away was 
simply a one-word prayer... 


“Gareth.” 


With that, Michael Brighton was taken into the 
darkness. 


Chapter One: The Taft and Tate 


Eleven months earlier... 


The rope dropped slowly from the ceiling, curling 
and twisting itself around like a snake. Michael Brighton 
watched it writhe its way down until the frayed head 
stopped short and only a lone nylon fiber touched the 
cement ground. Rolling up the tattered blueprints and 
setting them to the side, Michael stretched out his 
folded legs along the cold floor and, with an anticipatory 
sigh, readied himself for another show. It would be the 
second one this month, and he hoped to God this time it 
wasn't a bunch of silly teenage girls looking for a scare. 


In the past few days autumn had begun to run her 
delicate fingers through the New York City foliage. 
Here and there, a lonely leaf would blush red and 
orange at the whispers of the September wind. The late 


summer dahlias and the early fall asters were 
commingling in the gardens and window boxes, and 
footballs and baseballs both flew through the changing 
air. Old and young alike played their games with a 
refreshed breath and an extra step. Everywhere, the city 
was bursting at its seams with life... everywhere but 
here. 


Here, there were rats. They scurried every which 
way, their toenails tip-tapping across the cement floor. 
Gargantuan corpses of long-dead machines littered the 
old turbine hall. Pulverizers, boilers, precipitators and 
condensers were frozen in the throes of rusty death, 
their original purposes long forgotten by anyone who 
had once cared. Only the skeletons remained. Dark 
reflections danced across their surfaces as the sun 
filtered down through the skylights above. 


The Taft and Tate Coal Burning Plant had been 
closed for decades, nearly halfa century for time to 


play its dirty tricks on the building's old bones. The 
joints and cornices, pillars and pilasters now all 
squeaked and whined in the wind, a mournful song that 
often had no audience but the rats. Often, but not 
always... 


Michael Brighton had ears, and he knew the dirge 
well. He had spent hours within these solemn walls, and 
his presence was almost a part of the sad harmony by 
now. The rustle of tattered papers, the hurried 
scribbling of pencil on notebook, even the comforting 
crack of his back as he stretched out his knots were all 
notes incorporated into the Taft and Tate song, 


Michael was a 27-year-old student working on his 
Ph.D. in architecture from Columbia University. Having 
already achieved a double master's in architecture and 
historical preservation, Michael had this one final feather 
left to add to his scholastic cap. He was a scholarship 


kid, or man, he guessed he'd have to say now. His 
spirit, however, would always balk at the notion of 
adulthood. In the few spare hours allowed to him off 
campus, he worked in a mom and pop deli down the 
block from his late aunt's apartment. He dated on and 
off, mostly for the sex; he just didn't have the time or 
inclination for anything serious or, God forbid, long- 
term. Michael was a good man with the heart ofa child. 


This old building was, therefore, a seemingly odd 
place for a soul of such youth to be found. The 
crumbling, rodent-infested world of the Taft and Tate 
was his very antithesis, or so it would seem to the 
casual observer. But there were a few who knew 
better, and for these cherished few Michael would 
readily give his life. 

Somewhere overhead, a metal beam groaned under 
the unexpected pressure of two feet landing on its aged 
frame. . A grumbled curse floated down as the sole ofa 


work boot slid dangerously along the slick, mildewed 
steel. 


The rope suddenly dropped lower. The intruder 
clearly felt more secure with his body weight being held 
by weaved fiber than ancient steel. Silently, Michael 
applauded the decision. 


Back and forth the rope began to swing, jerking 
and jagging with the climber's every move. Michael 
reached for his jacket. Slipping the warm metal out and 
away from his coat's leathered weight, he brought the 
loaded weapon to his lap. The Glock fit naturally in the 
palm of his steady left hand. The safety was off. 


A glint of redirected sun flashed in Michael's eyes, 
alerting him to the stranger's departure from the 
shadows of the plant's many rafters. After briefly 
working out the kink in his neck, and now confident in 
his own security, Michael turned again to the rope and 


caught his first glimpse of the uninvited company so 
boldly dropping in. 


Black work boots thickly covered in dust swung in 
short measured arcs at the end of jean-clad legs. The 
dark gray jeans fit the man undisputedly well. While the 
muttered curse had given Michael a clue as to the 
stranger's gender, he knew better than to jump to any 
quick conclusions. Now, however, there was no doubt 
that his company was male. Michael smiled at just how 
male the figure seemed to be. The aforementioned jeans 
tightly hugged the man's ass by the thick black straps of 
his climbing harness. The dark leg loops were tucked 
snugly under his obviously firm cheeks, framing a 
picture that sucked all the wet right out of Michael's 
mouth. 


Michael tore his eyes from the harness and its 
charms to wander up the dark, green-covered back. 
The thin cotton of the t-shirt did little to hide the play of 


muscles working feverishly to keep the man in his 
controlled fall. Strong shoulders bolstered even stronger 
biceps that flexed in a marvelous dance of muscle and 
tendon. Black leather gloves covered his hands as they 
played up and down the sinuous rope. Michael saw the 
man was not wearing a helmet, and dark, closely 
cropped hair sat on his head totally unfettered. 


Only a few seconds remained before the stranger 
would reach the ground. Michael reclaimed his gun. 
Cradling the firearm on his lap, he sat back and waited 
to see the face of this unexpected visitor. 
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Gareth Reed landed with an undignified thud. The 
normally sure-footed thirty-two-year-old picked himself 
up and roughly brushed the dust offofhis now sore ass. 
He looked up at the ceiling with disdain, sure that the 
old rafters were somehow at fault. He yanked the 


climbing rope out of the belay device and started 
unbuckling the black harness from his narrow hips. 
Cursing his fumbling fingers that were still abuzz ftom 
the slow rappel down, he finally unhooked himself ftom 
the constricting leather and tried to step out of its 
carefully constructed clutches. The rope wrapped itself 
around his legs, and the nylon cords held tight even 
against his increasingly fervent machinations. 


As the battle ensued, Gareth quickly began feeling 
like an idiot. 


“This is fucking ridiculous,” he grunted between 
clenched teeth. Twisting and turning, he finally worked 
one leg free ftom the snare. In all of his many years of 
climbing, rappelling and other rope-related activities, he 
had never been so stuck. He'd been climbing since 
college and had worked several jobs requiring the skill 
that he thought had sharpened his talent to an almost 


professional level. “Not sharp enough,” he grumbled, 
mentally rearranging his schedule to make time for a trip 
to the outfitter's store next week to buy a new rope. 


Frustrated beyond thought, he let out a string of 
curses. He threw his hands up in disgust as he muttered 
angrily to the rodent-filled world around him, “Don't 
give a rat's ass what a rat thinks anyway.” 


“Rats. Plural. Trust næ.” 


Nearly jumping out of his skin at the unexpected 
voice, Gareth squinted into the dark shadow to his left 
that seemed to be hiding the speaker. A figure at least 
six feet tall emerged from the darkness. All Gareth 
could think was, God, I hope that's not a rat. 


As Michael Brighton made his way into the dust- 
filled light, Gareth quickly gleaned that the soul behind 
that smooth voice was all man. If Gareth was a guy who 
smiled when something or someone pleased him, he'd 


be grinning ftom ear to ear right now. Gareth, however, 
was not that type of guy, so he kept his face 
purposefilly hard. Just because this kid was fucking 
gorgeous didn't mean that Gareth had to be congenial. 
He would studiously ignore the worn baby blue jeans 
that did a miserable job of concealing thighs of bulging 
steel and very nice package behind the fly. Ignoring the 
exquisitely sculpted pecs that were barely concealed by 
a thin white t-shirt was also going to have to be a 
priority. That is, if Gareth's quest to be unaffected by 
the textbook “‘stud” standing in front of him was going 
to succeed. 


The stranger's face was just as beautiful as the rest 
of his body. His lips were that perfect collaboration 
between the colors pink and flesh, and the adjectives 
kissable and manly came to Gareth's mind. As for the 
ice- green eyes, the perfectly positioned cheekbones, 
and the gently sloping jaw line, Gareth wasn't even 


going to consider those attributes. The kid's hair was a 
thick, light brown, cut short enough that it spilled over 
the top of his ears. The lustrous strands retained just 
enough length for fingers to sink in and stroke them. 
Yes, Gareth would have to ignore the hair, too. It was 
only with a great deal of determination and a distinct 
ethos of discipline that Gareth Reed said not a word 
and did not crack even the smallest of smiles as Michael 
Brighton walked into his life. 


Michael looked like he was measuring Gareth up. 
Now that he wasn't playing with the rope, the climber 
was pleased to oblige him. Gareth knew he presented 
an aura of authority; hell, even his classmates in grade 
school had called him “sir.” Just the thought of that 
memory made the far corner of Gareth's lips twitch. 


A glint of metal tucked into the front of the kid's 
jeans suddenly caught Gareth's eye. His heart rate sped 


up. 


“You a cop?” Gareth asked, not knowing what he 
wanted the answer to be. Ifthe kid was a cop then 
Gareth was getting his ass hauled to jail. Ifhe wasn't 
carrying a badge, Gareth might be about to get himself 
killed. Damned fine options. 


“ “You a cop?’ the prostitute asks the wired john.” 
Michael chuckled at Gareth's clichéd line. Cocking his 
head just a little to the side, Michael nodded and 
announced his conclusion: “Yep, it would work better 
with a cape.” 


“What would work better with a cape?” 


“The superhero thing you're going for.” Ice green 
eyes traveled to the skylight and then back down to the 
floor, in reference to Gareth's rather unusual entrance. 
The kid then shrugged his shoulders and added with a 
highly unapologetic laugh, “And the landing too, for that 
matter. A good cape might help. You know, create 


some drag, slow your terminal velocity.” 


“Who the hell are you?” Gareth growled with a mix 
of anger and confusion. He was pretty sure he wasn't 
about to get arrested, but ifhe was going to be 
murdered he at least wanted a name with which he 
could jumpstart the haunting he had planned for this 
weird, beautiful kid. 


Ifhe was intimidated, he didn't show it. He just 
maintained that annoyingly cocky grin. Reaching into his 
front pants pocket, the young man pulled out and 
jingled something in front of him “T'ma guy with keys to 
this place. You?” 


Gareth groaned. Although it was nice knowing that 
he would most likely live to climb another night, he 
really wished the kid would wipe that smart look off of 
his face. It was maddeningly attractive, and it was 
putting Gareth in a foul mood. “If had fucking keys to 


this place, would I be rappelling down from the 
skylight?” he retorted with growing aggravation. 


The kid smiled and shrugged his broad shoulders. 
“Depends what gets your rocks off, I guess.” 


Gareth snorted at the unexpected response. At least 
the kid wasn't predictable. Stretching out his hand, he 
decided to make the symbolic first move. “Gareth 
Reed,” he introduced himself without so much as a dent 
in his grufiness. 

“You need a flashier name, too. You know, to go 
with your cape.” Michael shook his hand. A wicked 
smile bled forth as further insight hit him. “And your 
tights! I knew I had forgotten something. A superhero's 
got to have tights; it throws the gawking villains off 
guard, I guess.” He smirked. “T'm Michael Brighton.” 


Just as he was about to let go of the other man's 
strong hand, Gareth made the connection. “Wait a 


minute. Brighton? As in...” Gareth distinctly 
remembered reading somewhere that a Nathanial 
Brighton had been the original architect of the Taft and 
Tate Plant back in the 1920s. Surely, this kid's 
presence couldn't be a coincidence. 


“My grandfather.” Michael nodded, impressed. 


While it was the raw thrill of transgressing his own 
physical and mental boundaries (and to be perfectly 
honest, those set by the law as well) that had first 
attracted him to the sport of urban adventuring, Gareth 
had found over the years that knowing a place's history 
made the adventure that much more titillating. Closet 
nerd that he was, Gareth spent his lunch breaks at the 
library, poring over dusty tomes and reading up on 
target sites until his head ached. 


“T'm not an idiot, Michael,” he declared somewhat 
defensively. 


“Apparently not,” Michael conceded, a warm flush 
spreading through his cheeks. Recovering quickly, he 
added, “And, more importantly, you're not a group of 
giddy freshmen girls on a pledge week dare.” 


Gareth cocked his eyebrow. It was an expression 
that suggested 7'm interested. Go on. Tell me what 
you got. Being a man of few words, he had perfected 
an impressive array of facial expressions that spoke 
quite clearly. Seeing the raised eyebrow, Michael 
continued his story without so much as a pause. 


Michael grinned and leaned in closer to brag, “Mr. 
Reed, my rope-master friend, never underestimate the 
power of suggestion and a hockey mask.” 


Gareth laughed before he could stop himself: He 
could vividly imagine five or six drunken college girls, 
who had grown up on a healthy diet of slasher flicks, 
scattering like ash in the wind as his odd new 


companion emerged from the shadows of this creepy 
mechanical mausoleum in full Friday the 13" get-up. 


Before Gareth even had time to consider his 
suddenly lost gruffhess, Michael blindsided him with an 
offering of food. 


“Want a hoagie?” 
Gareth cocked his other eyebrow. 


Michael chuckled at the already familiar look. He 
explained easily, “I always come here prepared. And 
for me, prepared means roast beef, mayonnaise and 
Muenster on crusty Italian bread.” Michael had 
retreated back into the shadows and emerged again 
with a pale brown leather duffel bag. Having scrounged 
around inside while he talked, right on cue he pulled out 
a carefully wrapped submarine style sandwich. “And to 
wash it down,” he reached back into the duffel bag and 
brought out, “A store brand sports drink! Not orange,” 


he cringed, but quickly recovered. “So, hoagie?” 
“Sure” 


“Good man.” Michael tossed him the delicious 
smelling sandwich wrapped in deli paper. A nearby 
spiral staircase provided Gareth with a place to perch 
while he ate. After a bite or two, he glanced up at his 
still: standing counterpart and asked, “Would coffee be 
too much to hope for?” 


“Pushy bastard.” Michael shook his head and 
reached back into his leather bag to pull out a silver 
thermos. 


He tossed it to Gareth, who caught it with one 
hand, and reminded him with a smirk, “Superheroes are 
always pushy bastards.” 


Michael laughed and sat down on the dusty floor. 
Sitting cross-legged and looking for all the world like a 


seven-year-old boy with apparently boundless 
enthusiasm, he asked “Day job?” 


After swallowing a delicious mouthful of black 
coffee, Gareth answered as he readied for another bite, 
“I own a construction company.” 


“A big one?” Michael asked. 


“Size doesn't matter,” Gareth immediately scolded. 
Then, realizing the possible implications of this statement 
and knowing that there was no way he could take it 
back now, he shrugged and bragged, “Moby.” 


Michael laughed. 


Gareth took another bite of the hoagie and asked, 
“What's your story?” Then, thinking better of it, he 
added, “íin ten words or less.” Hey, it was a fact. The 
kid could talk. 


Michael did not take offense; in fact, he chuckled. 


“Tell you what. I'll do it for you in two... Paper 
Dinosaurs.” 


“That clears things up,” Gareth replied dryly. 


The comers of those distractingly kissable lips 
perked up. “How about I give you a clue? We're in the 
belly of my favorite one right now.” 


“Ahh! So you're a...” Gareth had no idea what the 
kid was, but he wasn't one to wear his stupidity on his 
shirt sleeve. He'd just let Mr. Motor Mouth take it from 
there. 


Mr. Motor Mouth, however, said nothing more. 
Michael just brought his knees up to his chest, rested 
his chin on his knees, and waited. It soon became 
obvious that this Brighton kid was a clever one, not to 
mention a pain in Gareth's ass. 


“Youre a pain in the ass,” Gareth said aloud, just to 


be sure the kid knew his place in the world. “A big 
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one. 


“Size doesn't matter,” Michael repeated Gareth's 
words in all solemnity, a twinkle in his left eye belying 
his serious tone. Raising his head up, his gaze flicked 
wickedly down to what lay beneath his own button fly. 
“Behemoth,” he smirked and sent his gaze down to 
Gareth's fly, “to your Moby.” 


Gareth blushed, but he‘d kill the first fool to call him 
on it. Crumbling up the now-empty deli paper, he hit the 
kid in his smirking face. “Paper Dinosaurs,” he 
reminded. 

“Oh, yeah,” Michael beamed as his whole body 
seemed to shoot to life. “Follow me, grand-pere.” 
Michael easily caught the projectile of trash and tossed 
it into his ever-useful duffel bag. With the ease of the 
young and the flexible, he unfolded himself and pulled 


his long body to its feet in one impressively fluid motion. 
Swinging his bag over his shoulder and without a look 
back, Michael headed down a corridor to their left. 


Feathers ruffled at being called “grandpa,” Gareth 
replied with a huff. “T'm 32, kid,” he emphasized in 
pointed condescension. 


“And I'm twenty-seven,” Michael snorted. “Guess 
that would be a baby in your eyes.” 


Without forethought, Gareth took a quickened step 
and swatted the twerp on the back ofhis head. He tried 
to ignore just how damned silky those caramel strands 
were. 


Michael laughed as he patted down his mussed up 
hair and kept on moving through what was now the 
waning light of the afternoon. As they passed into 
another monstrous, albeit mostly empty room, he 
offered an explanation for the nearly forgotten catalyst 


of this little jaunt. “ “Paper Dinosaurs’ is the title of my 
doctorate paper.” Flingng his right arm out as he 
walked, Michael explained, “in other words: ‘The 
Decaying Behemoths of New York City's Early 
Century Industrialism.’ But that's a mouthful, so ‘Paper 
Dinosaurs’ it is.” 

“Paper, huh? So I shouldn't light a match?” Gareth 
quipped to hide just how impressed he truly was. 


“Exactly. Although there's a whole collection of real 
estate moguls out there willing to loan you a flame- 
thrower and some gasoline.” 


“Turbine hugger?” Hey, ifa soul could be a tree- 
hugger, what the hell stopped one from being a turbine- 
hugger? 


Michael just shrugged uncharacteristically. 
Figuring that he had unintentionally struck some 


kind of sore spot, Gareth commented lightly, “T've 
hugged a boiler or two in my time.” 


Michael's head flew around, forehead wrinkling as 
he tried to judge if Gareth was serious or not. When 
Gareth relaxed his face enough to convey the base 
honesty of the statement, Michael's lips twitched as he 
gave a firm nod. He turned back around and kept 
walking and talking as ifnothing had sidetracked his 
enthusiastic lecture. “Two to one, the real estate under 
these relics is worth a ton more than the old buildings. 
Refurbishing one of these monsters would be financial 
suicide, so what's a guy with a deed to do?” 


“Sell it for scrap?” 


Michael stopped in front ofa large doorway. 
Settling himself in for a long talk, he leaned back against 
the rusted metal door. “Yes. That would be the 
reasonable, legal answer, but charring these old bones 


for the insurance money is so much more dramatic, 
don't you think?” 


Gareth took his place against the other side of the 
old door's frame. “Hell ofa lot easier, though.” 


“Yeah,” Michael answered simply, rubbing the 
back of his neck in exhaustion. 


Although Gareth was all for waging personal wars 
for lofty ideals, he knew better than to back a dead 
horse. “You're not going to be able to save them,” he 
stated plainly. For all the reasons the kid had just 
outlined, there was no way in hell these old factories 
were going to make it even another decade. 


Michael let out a deep breath and admitted, “I'm 
not trying to save them. Just recording what's left before 
the matchstick kids show.” 


Gareth eyed him carefilly. “Even this place?” 


A small, knowing smile settled on Michael's lips. He 
didn't even try to lie. “No. I'm saving this place. It's the 
last of my grandfather's legacy.” Straightening up, he 
pulled away from the wall and shrugged. “Got to keep 
the old dinosaur on its legs for as long as I can.” 


“Tt ain't going to happen, you know.” Gareth usually 
enjoyed playing the stick in the mud, but not this time. 
He suddenly felt very old next to this kid, whose gung- 
ho spirit was gathering by the second. Michael smirked 
again. “Yeah, but I can fight until the ol’ girl's put 
down.” 


Gareth couldn't help but smile. Michael Brighton 
was one hell of an impressive man. “Planning on 
chaining yourself to a boiler?” 


“Nope.” The grin was back. “Chains are for play.” 


“So, legal stuff, huh?” Gareth cleared his throat. “1 
mean, is that how you're planning to fight them?” 


Michael shrugged a little despondently, “Yeah, 
that's what I've been doing.” He laughed sheepishly as 
he bent down to retie his shoe. “I end up spending most 
of the time on my knees...” he stopped and looked up 
at Gareth behind ungodly long eyelashes, “Begging for 
pro bono, you know?” 


Gareth felt like an old deer caught in a sports car's 
headlights. A shiny, new red sports car. 


When he got no response, Michael slowly stood 
back up. Obviously deciding a change of subject was 
necessary, Michael led Gareth through the large 
doorway. “So what's your excuse for visiting?” 


Gareth felt distinctly uncomfortable admitting his far 
less noble crusade. “Like you said, got to get my rocks 
off, I guess.” 

“Got to be easier ways. Know a few of them 
myself” Michael didn't even bother glancing over his 


shoulder at the admission. 


Gareth snorted, wondering if the kid had any idea 
of what a tease he was. Somehow, he doubted tt. 


“Easier ways?” Gareth asked. “Like swinging your 
sword at windmills?” 


Stopping suddenly, Michael spun around with an 
incredulous look on his face. “Don Quixote?” 


“Yeah,” Gareth said as he pulled out one of his 
better scowls. “I'm literate, too.” In mock injury, he 
stalked right past the kid. Gareth had no idea where he 
was heading, but he figured Michael would soon catch 
up. 

He was right. He'd barely made it a good three 
steps when he heard Michael's footfalls right behind 
him. “Good,” Michael quipped warily. “Superheroes 
gotta read, too. You know where you're going?” 


“No.” Gareth didn't slow down. 


“Well, that's good,” Michael volunteered 
optimistically as he continued to follow the other man. A 
few moments later, Michael voiced what sounded to be 
a real concern. “T've run across a few urban explorers in 
my time. You take trophies?” 


Stopping, Gareth turned around and patted his shirt 
pocket where a faint outline of a camera showed 
through the material. “Only pictures,” he answered 
honestly. To Gareth, taking souvenirs from these 
buildings was comparable to stealing the eyeballs out of 
stil warm corpses. Pictures, on the other hand, were 
another thing entirely. Gareth had always been a sucker 
for a little bit of exhibitionism. 


Michael burst out in a taunting laugh. “Ahh! A 
photographic record of your crimes is always the smart 
way to go.” 


“Prick.” 


“Behemoth prick,” Michael corrected as he swung 
the duffel bag to the ground and began digging through 
it, obviously in search of something. 


“Looking for a ruler? Figured you'd be more ofa 
hand-check guy.” Why the hell made Gareth utter those 
words, he'd never know. After seeing the reaction on 
Michael's suddenly upturned face, however, Gareth 
was damned glad he did. The kid was gorgeous when 
his cheeks were on fire. 


After a memorable second or two, Michael laughed 
it off and returned to his bag. After a few more minutes 
of purposefully scrounging around, Michael produced, 
with a victorious grin, an old, yellowed photograph with 
one of its corners torn right off He handed it over to 
Gareth with a wink. 


Taking it gingerly in his still- gloved hands, Gareth 


moved it a bit closer to the nearby grainy window, 
hoping for better light. It didn't help. The photograph 
was in god-awful shape, its figures fading irretrievably 
into the grasps ofa greedy Father Time. 


It was a snapshot of an old seaside hotel, Gareth 
could at least make that out. Long, columned porches 
spread the entire length of the colossal, white clapboard 
building. Cupolas sat oddly on each of the hotel's 
single-storied ends, while the middle section of the 
building rose like a giant square box four stories above 
the sand. In the salt-laden breeze, flags fluttered on the 
hotel's sprawling roof: A calm ocean lay in the grainy 
background. 


The normalcy ended there. 


The hotel's windows must have numbered in the 
low hundreds, but every one of them was shuttered 
tight. The rocking chairs on the porches were all turned 


upside down. Behind the sprawling deck railings, 
carvings of woodland creatures tried to hide their 
painted faces. Raccoons, foxes, hedgehogs and bear 
cubs peeked wooden averted their eyes from the 
camera. The hotel looked like something a child would 
sketch from his imagination; there was no reason nor 
room for a building such as this in the world of grown- 
ups. 


The most striking element of the photograph, 
however, was the man standing in front of the boarded- 
up mystery. He wore a trench coat and an expensive 
hat, and he looked to be in his mid-fifties. Despite the 
ageing of the photograph, Gareth could still see that the 
man's shoes were well-polished. What drew his eye to 
this figure, however, was one simple attribute: he 
sported the goofiest grin on his face that Gareth had 
ever seen. He looked ridiculously giddy. Gareth felt his 
own lips twitching, wanting to jom in on this man's joke. 


“And who is this gregarious fellow?” Gareth asked, 
as the tip of his thumb gently circled the older man's 
silhouette. 


“Nathanial Brighton,” Michael proudly proclaimed, 
“Grandpa to me, even though I barely did get the 
pleasure of making his acquaintance.” 


Stepping to Gareth's side so he could point out all 
the particular features of the picture, Michael thrummed 
with an intoxicating energy as he began to share his 
grandfather's story. 


“This picture was taken in the early 1920s, just 
about the time when Grandpa finished putting the final 
touches on the plans of the Taft and Tate. Behind him is 
the Stone Thrower's Hotel on Rockaway Beach right 
here in New York. Well, the place had been built 
sometime in the 1880s and was deemed too old to be 
of use anymore, what with all the new, bigger and 


grander resorts popping up all over the city. The 
Owners were going to tear it down. You can see here 
that it's already empty.” Needlessly, Michael indicated 
the shuttered windows. “Grandpa wasn't about to let 
this ‘old doll,’ as he called her, be swept to the side just 
to give the young, pretty ladies a bigger place to dance, 
so he bought her. All the money he earned for designing 
the Taft and Tate went into the Stone Thrower's.” 


A bittersweet grin swept gently over Michael's face 
as he recounted the obviously favored tale. “This 
picture was taken the day before he put the money 
down. Grandpa had broken in to the property to have 
one last look at her before he put his name to paper. 
My father always asked him why he risked it when he 
all he had to do was wait a day before it would be his. 
Grandpa would never answer my dad. He'd just shrug 
his shoulders and smile this exact silly smile.” 


“Why are you telling me this?” Since he had learned 


how to speak as a child, one thing Gareth Reed had 
been — and continued to be — was blunt. He saw no 
reason to make an exception here. 


Michael nodded, the beginnings ofa smile creasing 
his lips. “You remind me of him, without the grin, of 
course.” 

Justifiably confused and inordinately touched, 
Gareth had to ask, “why?” 

“The rush.” His ice green eyes sparkled. “You're 
both suckers for the rush.” 


Not much Gareth could dispute about that. “And 
you?” he asked. 


His gaze diverted to the cold floor, Michael's words 
were accompanied by a meek shrug. “I'ma sucker for 
the suckers, I guess.” 


Gareth swallowed hard. Tearing his eyes away ftom 


the other man, he asked: “So, what happened?” 


“One hell ofa storm.” Clearing his throat, Michael's 
voice managed to return to its previous ebullience, 
despite the unfortunate turn this discussion was taking. 
“Tt ripped through Rockaway Beach three days after 
Grandpa took possession of the old hotel. The storm 
tossed every clapboard of the Stone Thrower's out to 
sea.” Michael stopped to chuckle sadly. “Even those 
ugly little animals carved into the porch railings were 
gone. There was nothing left.” He reached out to touch 
the photograph reverently, “Nothing but pictures like 
this.” 

“So, you're saying I can take a picture in here?” 
Gareth asked after a short pause. 


Michael laughed, and the gloomy room suddenly 
gained a little sunlight. “Yeah, that's what I'm saying,” 


“Smile, Michael.” Before Michael could even blink, 


the camera was out of Gareth's pocket, in his hand and 
blinding the other man with its unexpected flash. Forget 
the stupid building, this man in it was what was worth 
remembering, 


As his world exploded into spots of dazzling light, 
Michael rubbed his eyes fiercely, “Not exactly what I 
had in mind,” he grumbled. 


Gareth concentrated on hiding his own smile before 
Michael could glimpse tt, “Sorry,” he deliberately 
misunderstood Michael's grumble as a flirt, “but this 
camera and I don't do the XXX stuff on the first date, 
so you're just going to have to keep your pants on.” 


Michael slowly freed his eyes from the cover of his 
hands. He smirked, “Do I gotta? 


“Oh, yeah, you gotta.” There was no doubt in that 
answer. Gareth cursed the heat rushing to his cheeks 
and to other less appropriate parts of his traitorous 


anatomy. In a blatant attempt at hiding, he looked down 
at the cold floor Michael had so recently studied. 


Michael gently tapped Gareth on the shoulder, 
getting the man to peer up at him, albeit once again 
behind his customary frown. Michael smiled a little 
crookedly and cocked his head a bit to the side as he 
prodded, “want to see something really amazing?” 


“Thought I told you to keep your pants on,” Gareth 
growled. 


Michael flushed a deliciously appealing shade of 
dark pink just as Gareth snapped another picture. 


Michael huffed playfully and took off again down 
the corridor at a pace Gareth just might have called 
cocky. “Are you coming?” Michael asked over his 
shoulder as he disappeared into the dark. 


“Trying my damnedest not to, kid.” Gareth followed 


along, his hard-on slowing his stride down to a guilty 
amble. 
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“Skittish,” Michael thought as he trudged through 
the plant and led them silently up a flight of uneven 
stairs. “Gareth Reed's a skittish stallion.” Michael 
almost laughed at the overwrought imagery. While he 
was indeed a talker, romantic descriptions didn't usually 
fall within his repertoire. Here he was, though, his mind 
awash in the very explicit visuals of him calming this 
salt-and-pepper haired stud with hand and tongue. 
Michael did chuckle at that. 


“You say something, Michael?” Gareth's deep 
voice rolled menacingly over his shoulder. 


“Nope. Not a thing,” Michael assured without the 
briefest glance back at his trailing trouble in ropes. 


Ropes? Did the man actually have to show up in his life 
in ropes? He might as well have dropped down from 
the ceiling fully saddled and wearing a “fuck me” sign on 
his naked ass... Damn. Brighton Junior sure leaped at 
that one. Michael stopped to readjust the growing 
problem in his pants before things got decidedly painful. 


“You ok?” The rumbling voice tickled playfilly all 
the little hairs on the back of his neck. 


“Just dandy.” Michael sped off, feeling 
uncharacteristically skittish himself. 


There was no acceptable reason for Michael to be 
“skittish” around any human being in a potentially sexual 
encounter. Michael was an experienced man. Although 
he'd mostly dated men, he certainly wasn't 
inexperienced with women. As a rat suddenly ran 
across his right toe, interrupting his train of thought. 


“That rat get your tongue?” Gareth asked 


sarcastically. 


Michael stopped and spun around. “Did you just 
make a joke?” 

“Shit happens, Michael,” the older man 
deadpanned. 


“And so does you funny bone, apparently.” 


Gareth suddenly grabbed Michael by his shoulders, 
brutally spun him back around, and pushed him on 
down the corridor. “Move it, kid.” 


Although he didn't really mind the nickname, he still 
felt the need to clarify: “You know, five years’ 
difference does not make me a ‘kid.”” 

Gareth's voice dropped into a tone that was almost 
sad. “Depends on what you spent those five years 
doing,” 

Michael stopped again and studied the man before 


him. Seeing the solemnity in Gareth's face, Michael 
nodded and said softly, “Agreed.” He quickly turned 
back around and proceeded to lead them further into 
the bowels of the old building. “Just don't call me 
‘boy.”” 
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As they made what felt to be their hundredth turn of 
the journey, Gareth concluded that he was truly lost. 
While he had an architectural plan of the Taft and Tate 
nearly memorized, he suspected that the last set of 
subterranean hallways they'd passed through had never 
had a single drop of blueprint ink spilt on their behalf 
“Trust youre leaving a trail of bread crumbs,” Gareth 
quipped. 


“Why? Are you hungry?” 
Yes, but not for any freaking bread, thought Gareth. 


This guy and his rock hard thighs were going to drive 
Gareth right over the edge, leaving nothing behind but a 
pile of broken old bones sporting one honkin’ huge 
erection. Fucking painful way to go. Just as he was 
about to suggest turning back around and getting the 
hell out of this mausoleum before nightfall, Michael 
suddenly reached back and grabbed Gareth's upper 
arm. He yanked Gareth to his side and promptly 
covered his eyes, effectively blinding the older man. 
“What the...” Gareth gasped, caught off guard. The 
other man was so close to him that Gareth could feel 
Michael's “behemoth” member lightly brushing his tense 
ass. It was a hell ofa thing to endure without moaning. 


“Tt's a surprise,” Michael volunteered cheerfully. 


“Your rat friends going to jump me?” Gareth 
retorted. 


“Shut up and walk.” Michael chuckled as he 


carefully guided Gareth from behind. 
“Tf you walk me off the roof or something. ..” 


“You'd be dead, and what would the fun be in 
that?” Michael kicked the back of Gareth's knee with 
his own and hustled him along, 


Gareth promptly stubbed his toe. He seethed, 
“You're pushing it, kid.” 

“Actually, I'm pushing you.” 

“Michael!” Gareth roared in exasperation. 

The kid just laughed. A few more stumbling steps 
were forced upon Gareth before Michael stopped them 
and proclaimed, “Ok, it's just about time.” He did not 
remove his hands from Gareth's eyes, though. 

Gareth was trying really hard to be patient, 


something that did not come naturally to him. “About 
time?” he groaned out. 


Michael was standing so close now that Gareth 
could feel the kid's laugh dance through the strands of 
his hair. Gareth shook off the shiver that was threatening 
to send chills up and down his spine. 


Give it a second more...” Against his back, he 
could feel Michael nearly bouncing on the balls of his 
feet. It was quite a distracting sensation. 


“Now!” Michael suddenly breathed out. He 
dropped his hands away from Gareth's eyes to 
announce proudly, “there's your surprise, Mr. Reed.” 


It took a moment for Gareth's eyes to adjust and his 
breathing to resume normally. Taking a long, deep 
breath to calm his dangerously simmering libido, 
Gareth's focus slowly returned, and with it came a sight 
right out of some dream. 


Michael had led him to the Taft and Tate's control 
room, a cubicle that hung like a bay window high above 


the second turbine hall. Standing six stories tall, the hall 
itself was intimidating for its sheer volume. The room 
had once been entirely enclosed by decorative stained 
glass, but most of this glass was broken now. Few of 
the great machines that had once churned in the large 
room now remained. Emptiness and light alone seemed 
to fill the cathedral-like hall. 


EEEmptiness and light. ...a concert of light. And it 
performed itself through the broken stained glass 
windows of the rear turbine hall every night, just as the 
last vestiges of the afternoon sun streamed through. 
Gareth gazed in wonder as colored fire lapped at the 
feet of the forgotten machinery. Blues and greens 
waltzed seamlessly with oranges and reds as they 
swirled and swooped across the concrete. Dust mites 
frolicked in the brightly hued air. It was a haunting 
performance; even the rats stood still to watch it. 


Slowly, in the thoroughly stunned silence that 
followed, Gareth dropped down to the old metal chair 
that sat alone in the center of the control room. The 
chair whined at the forgotten weight of carrying a man, 
but Gareth didn't hear a thing. He only stared, his sight 
filled with the fleeing colors of shattered light. 
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Michael kneeled down on the floor beside him, his 
eyes only half focused on the light of the glass. This man 
was more mesmerizing than any light show. He 
wondered if Gareth Reed had any idea how attractive 
he was. Michael had no doubt that Gareth was full of 
confidence... confidence in his career, in his hobbies, in 
his ability to bullshit the world that he was a gruff ol’ 
mule. When it came to confidence in his appearance, 
however, Michael doubted he had a fucking clue. As 
the sun sank in the tall bank of windows, the bright 


colors turning mute and receding into the gathering 
darkness, Michael wondered just what it would take to 
give Gareth that clue. Michael chuckled bitterly to 
himself. It would probably take a beautiful and stubborn 
woman, the kind of lady who, once she'd sunk her teeth 
into the guy, he didn't have a hope in hell of getting free 
again. Shame. Michael had a fine set of teeth himself? 


“Wow.” Gareth broke the silence in a breathy 
whisper. 

Michael pierced the gathering darkness with a 
stream of light from the flashlight he'd just retrieved from 
his bag. 

Gareth winced back, complaining, “You could warn 
a guy.” 

Michael smiled, a mischievous twinkle alight in the 
pale green of his eyes. “But then you wouldn't have that 
funny look on your face.” 


“And I wouldn't have to beat your ass.” 
Michael cocked an eyebrow and grinned. “Tease.” 


Gareth shook his head solemnly. “You're a strange 
man, Michael Brighton.” 


“Pot preaching to the kettle. . .” Michael paused and 
looked confused, “Or some other suitable metaphor, 
simile or colorful nursery rhyme-ish thingie.” 


“Nursery rhyme-ish thingie? PhD, huh?” 

Michael beamed as he notified, ‘Columbia 
University.” 

Gareth opened his mouth, shut it, then opened it 
again and just let it hang, “Damn.” 


“That's what most of the professors say, too.” 
Michael shrugged with a sheepish smile. 


“Sure you care too.” Gareth murmured 


sarcastically. 


“I care...” he defended. In further defense of his 
defense, he sputtered: “Just never let them see you 
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care. 
“Sweat, kid.” Gareth corrected the saying. 


“Make me,” Michael dared as he looked up from 
his knees. He didn't know quite what it was about this 
man that had him so hot under the proverbial collar. 
Gareth met his gaze squarely, his face softened, and he 
opened his mouth to say something... . 


And then Gareth's cell phone suddenly shrilled to 
life. 

Michael jammed a finger in his ear, hoping at least 
some of his hearing hadn't been fried. “You know, they 
have ring tones for those things.” 


“Can't risk missing this call.” Standing up, Gareth 


pulled the phone out of his back pocket and wandered 
a few feet away to answer it. After a few muttered 
words, Gareth held the phone away, obviously either 
receiving or trying to send a text message. Since he still 
donned his heavy gloves, it was an act of near- 
laughable futility. Finally, as Gareth continued to fumble 
with the phone, he yanked his gloves off with his teeth, 
hoping no doubt to drudge up some coordination to his 
fingers. His left hand caught in the room's last remaining 
shaft of natural light. A gold band on his ring finger 
glittered momentarily. 


Somewhere deep in his gut, Michael's heart landed 
with an undignified thud. While it wasn't quite the 
spectacle Gareth's landing had produced, Michael 
would bet his hurt a hell ofa lot more. It was a stupid, 
silly pain, one the situation clearly did not deserve. 
Michael had just met this guy. It was nothing. He was 
nothing... .. but, damn, did Michael feel like a fool. 


“T've got to go.” Gareth had walked back up beside 
him without Michael even noticing. 


Michael thought about making some kind of slam 
about Gareth's wife having fine timing, but he didn't. It 
just wasn't worth the energy. Instead, Michael simply 
answered, “ok,” not bothering to look Gareth in the 
eyes. 


Gareth opened his mouth to say something, but 
Michael couldn't imagine what. He was saved from 
finding out when the unmistakable swirl of police lights 
suddenly reflected off the far wall. Michael heaved a 
sigh of cowardly relief as he informed his wary-eyed 
companion, “Better get your ass out of here, or you'll 
be stuck explaining yourself to New York's finest into 
the wee hours of the morning,” Gareth would have a 
hell ofa time explaining this to the wife. 


Reluctantly, Gareth agreed. “Ok. You all right 


here?” There seemed to be real concern in his eyes. 


Michael nodded and forced a smile, “Man with the 
keys, remember?” Michael tossed him the flashlight, 
giving hima quick rundown on how to get out the plant. 
“Left, then right, two more lefts and down the stairs. 
Careful on the third to last step; the metal's giving away. 
I'll leave your equipment outside the south door; it 
should be fine until morning.” With his gaze still firmly 
latched to the floor, Michael cocked his head toward 
the exit. “Get out of here, Gareth.” 


Knowing there wasn't much time, Gareth quickly 
stuck out his hand and let out a rushed, “thanks.” 


Shaking the offered hand with a sudden 
detachment, Michael just said, “go.” 


Gareth Reed went. 
And Michael Brighton simply wrote the man out of 


his life. 


Chapter Two: Blade House 


One month later... 


Gareth Reed wrapped the wool scarf around his 
neck for a second time and watched his breath float 
away in the dawn light. The streets were empty this 
early in the morning, at least as empty as they ever were 
in a city of eight million souls fighting to survive. 


“God, I'm maudlin,” he mused aloud to the barren 
sidewalk. As he stuffed his hands further down into the 
pockets ofhis wool coat, he couldn't help but wonder if 
he'd ever used that word before. “Don't even know 
how to spell the damn thing,” he confessed to a 
trashcan's shadow. He'd been thinking a lot of things 
out of the ordinary lately, ever since his téte-a-téte with 
Michael Brighton. “A whole lot of stupid things,” He 
told himself Stupid things that did wonderful things for 


his dick. 

Gareth had never been a man with much use for 
fantasies. He had always had a healthy sex life, 
borderline impressive ifhe was perfectly honest with 
himself Women were drawn to his silent masculinity, 
and Gareth would readily admit that he blatantly used it 
to his greatest advantage. Memories of real experiences 
had always been enough for Gareth to orgasm. He had 
never needed anything more. 


Michael Brighton had shot the hell out of that, 
though. A few of the more damning of bullet holes 
included... 


Chains wrapped around sculpted, muscular 
thighs, prising them far apart, revealing a straining, 
weeping cock... 


A virtual spider web of ropes lashing naked 
flesh to the steel of monstrous machines, a leather 


gag in the struggling man's mouth muffling any and 
all pleas to be touched... 


The feel of a thick shaft of unseen flesh being 
rammed over and over into his ass while strong 
hands covered his eyes from behind... 


Two men glistening in sweat as they kissed and 
fondled, sucked and fucked amidst a circus of 
splintered, stained glass light... 


Yep, Gareth was pretty much screwed. Although 
he had spent the four weeks since he'd unintentionally 
dropped in on Michael out of the country and 
maddeningly busy, these elaborate fantasies, 
nevertheless, had sprung, full-fledged, in his mind. Not 
that Gareth was complaining. Hell, his dick hadn't seen 
this much action from his right hand since high school. 
While his cock was busy frolicking on cloud nine, 
however, his mind kept looping back to the laughter- 


filled fire that was Michael Brighton's soul. 
Damn, Gareth missed him 


A car horn blared, and Gareth shook himself out of 
his daydreams to find himself standing in the middle of 
the New York City street. 


“Shit!” He jumped back to the curb and the safety 
of the sidewalk. Bending down to his knees, Gareth 
fought to reclaim control of his breathing, “What the hell 
was I thinking?” he asked the newspaper stand by his 
side. “Damned kid nearly got me killed.” 


The newspaper stand chose wisely not to correct 
him. 

“Mr. Reed?” A woman's voice asked tentatively 
from somewhere behind his still-bent figure. 


Pulling himselfupright, he turned around to find a 
lady in her mid-forties studying him with an almost 


motherly concern. 


“Are you all right?” she asked before Gareth had 
time to pull his stoic mask back on. 


With nary a sleight of hand, Gareth slipped back 
into the stoic persona. “Yes, I'm fine,” he assured her as 
he realized just where he was standing. 


The Blade House Ice Rink was a neighborhood 
staple, or so he had been told. As he made a cursory 
glance at the 1950’s era building, it was clear that the 
outside of the three-story rink had not benefited from 
the adoration of the community. While the cement box 
before him was certainly an homage to Brutalist 
architecture, it was, first and foremost, an eyesore. 
Down its cold, windowless facade, water stains framed 
creeping vertical fields of lichen and moss. The building 
was mildewed, damp and completely unmviting. He 
wondered briefly what Michael would say about this 


place. 


Quickly shifting topics, Gareth didn't even want to 
think about the shape of the steel remforcing bars that 
held the building together. It was going to be a hell ofa 
job to get the rink back in shape. If the money was 
reasonable, however, Gareth and his construction 
company would gladly step up to the challenge. It was a 
meeting with the rink's owner, Lionel Broadway, that 
had brought him to the rink so early on a weekday 
morning, 

“Are you Mrs. Broadway?” Lionel had told Gareth 
that, ifhe was running behind, he'd have his wife let him 
into the place. 


“Yes, I am.” She took his outstretched hand and 
shook it warmly between both of hers. “I saw you out 
here from the lobby and thought...” 


Still furious over Michael's intrusion into his 


professional life, Gareth tried his best to hide behind 
forced laughter. “I'm sure you were thinking, ‘what kind 
of idiot has my husband just hired?” 


She laughed, as she was supposed to. “No, Mr. 
Reed. I was just concerned.” 


Well, crap. “T'm sorry that I caused you concern, 
ma'am.” Gareth genuinely was. “I was just missing that 
first cup of coffee. My damn machine went on the fritz 
this morning,” It was a lie, but it was a hell of a lot 
better than the truth. 


She smiled warmly. “Then come on in. My 
husband's got a timer set up on his machine, so there 
should be some brew already waiting for you.” 


“Sounds good.” Gareth nodded in approval. “Allow 
me,” he said as he stepped past the woman and opened 
the building's door for her. 


“Thank you,” she said as she slipped inside the 
lobby, a room that was clearly in no better shape than 
the rink's exterior. Gareth ignored the work begging to 
be done and focused on the woman leading him up the 
side stairs. “Lionel's running a little late this morning, but 
feel free to wait in his office. I've got a couple of 
errands to run. I hope you don't mind keeping yourself 
occupied...” 


‘Point me to the coffee, and I'm good to go,” 
Gareth assured her. 


The second floor was in minimally better shape. 
Unsurprisingly enough, the office he was ushered into 
was in the best shape of all. The furniture was dated but 
in good condition. At least the walls had been painted in 
the last decade or so. It was, however, the wall of thick 
paned glass that looked down over the oval shaped rink 
that immediately drew a visitor's eye. 


“Got one of our regulars out on the rink now, a 
speed skater,” Mrs. Broadway said, gazing into the rink 
Gareth joined her at the window. A lone figure was 
indeed circling the ice. Before Gareth had time to get a 
good look at the guy, Mrs. Broadway had moved over 
to the coffee machine and was pouring him a mug as 
she added, “The high school's hockey team shows up in 
another hour or so. They're loud, but they've got a 
stick-in-the-mud coach who keeps them more or less in 
line. They shouldn't bother you.” 


‘T'I be fine.” Gareth assured her with a calming tilt 
of his lips. 
“Thank you, Mr. Reed. Goodbye,” she said in all 


sincerity. A moment later she was gone. 


Laughing, Gareth took his borrowed mug of coffee 
and wandered back over to the wall of windows. He 
didn't really mind waiting; it would give hima little more 


opportunity to recharge his batteries before delving 
back into the world of construction. He looked down at 
the rink and allowed himself to get lost in the skater's 
measured circles. Gareth had seen speed skating on 
television during the Olympics, but he had never seen a 
speed skater live. It was a work of art the way the 

man's legs crossed in the turns, the way his arms flowed 
with his long strides, the way Michael's smile grew at 
the turn of every lap... 


“Michael?” Gareth questioned unbelievingly, as he 
nearly splattered the glass with his mouthful of coffee. 
“No way,” he whispered. With mug in hand and not a 
thought as to what the hell he was doing, Gareth rushed 
out the office door. 


He almost fell on his ass going down the stairs, his 
partner below the belt already doing dirty things with 
that fleeting image of Michael. Not wanting the kid to 
see him yet, Gareth searched for an out-of- sight nook in 


the arena. He found a spot between some benches and 
a supply closet that was hidden in the shadow of a 
column. 


Michael looked as ifhis nude body had been 
dipped in black satin. Of course, watching the way the 
material moved across his skin, Gareth knew it was 
spandex. Silk, however, would feel so much smoother 
under his fingertips as he stripped Michael Brighton out 
of that blessed suit. Gareth imagined there were zippers. 
Buttons or snaps or the God-awful Velcro couldn't hold 
that tight material so flawlessly to those hard-working 
muscles. And what muscles they were. Damn. The boy 
could give old Adonis a run for all his Greek god glory. 


Michael moved like a well-oiled machine. It was 
another image that sent blood rushing in frenzied bursts 
to Gareth's surprised cock. He could actually feel his 
dick fill pump by punpp as his heart ran to catch up with 


the pornographic images suddenly flooding his mind. It 
was a surprisingly dizzying rush to be so physically 
affected by another man's body. It sucked the strength 
right out of Gareth's knees, his pulse bleeding out 
through his ears. 


If Gareth hadn't been such a stubborn son of a 
bitch, he would surely have collapsed on the nearby 
bench, defeated by black spandex and throbbing thighs. 
Gareth was finding himself inordinately drawn to these 
thighs. The developing kink confused him. Although 
thighs in general were certainly works of art sculpted 
out of sweat and years, they were, after all, just legs. 
Gareth had to get a grip. 


The damned kid sped by again. Even the sound of 
Michael's tightly suited body slicing through the chilled 
air was enough to send a monk's cock a-twitching. 
Every sound, every sight of the experience was 
heightened... 


The whoosh of air displaced by 180 pounds of 
rippling muscle... 

The measured clack of flat-bottomed steel blades 
hitting the icy surface, then sliding across tt... 


The powerful lungs expelling deep breaths as fast as 
they were sucked in... 


The beads of glistening fresh sweat as they dropped 
one by one from brow to cheekbone to jaw... 


As Gareth began to imagine hearing the satisfied 
moans of the black fibers as they caressed the sweet 
ass cheeks flexing with the skater's every spent glide, he 
realized he realized that things were quickly barreling 
out of control. 


Fuck his pride. 
Gareth Reed had to sit down. 


Jamming his hand down his pants and jerking 
himself off like a pimple-faced teenage was, of course, 
another option. 


Gareth Reed sat down. 


Now that the immediate problem of balance had 
been averted, his mind could focus fully on his fantasies. 


There would be a supply closet and Michael 
would be dragged into it... The skater still encased 
in his tight black spandex, thrown up against the 
wall... Michael's balls and penis captured in a meaty 
grip that pumped and ground them so hard that 
they wiped the damned smile off of Michael's face 
and replaced it with a pout pleading out breathless 
whimpers of “harder!” and “faster!” ... 


Just as he could feel Michael's balls clench and 
pull up toward his body, Gareth would take action. 


Gareth would kneel down. 


With the skill of the best hunter skinning his 
prey, Gareth would take steady hold of his pocket 
knife and oh-so-carefully slice open a slit in the 
crotch of the suit. Seeing that Michael had foregone 
the use of a jock strap and was bravely wearing the 
spandex commando, it would take only seconds for 
the younger man's engorged dick to burst out of the 
opening. It would bob its perfect weeping head right 
in front of Gareth's face. The pre-cum would drip 
down the thick shaft, just begging to be licked 
clean. As Michael would clamp his hands into the 
dark hair of Gareth's head, Gareth would carefully 
close the knife and safely, slowly, replace it in his 
front pocket. 


“Just fucking do it!” Michael would spit as he'd 
jerk his ripened penis right into Gareth's tightly 


closed yet smiling warm lips. 


Knees flayed wide apart, chest heaving out 
gasps of shortened breath, green eyes glaring in 
fervor and fury, Michael Brighton would look like 
some porn star's dark fantasy. Gareth would reach 
down to his own jeans, sighing as he released his 
own hungry monster. 


Michael's eyes would sink to Gareth's cock. 


“You want this?” Gareth would ask in a 
maddeningly calm voice. 


Beyond words, Michael would snarl and try to 
yank himself up off the floor. 


Gareth wouldn't allow it. Letting his dick to bob 
free, he'd grab Michael's now-trembling thighs and 
push him back down to the ground. 


The look of pure rage on Michael's face would 


only engorge Gareth's cock more. “Choose!” 
Gareth would bark as he leaned in to the furious 
face. “My cock or yours. Who gets the first taste?” 


The sudden need in Michael's eyes would be 
enough to make any angel weep. It was a choice 
Gareth knew would define themselves as a couple. 
It was a choice between being a dom or a sub. 


Even in his testosterone inebriated state, 
Michael, too, would know the importance of his 
call. With a look unreadable and with eyes full of 
emerald fire, Michael would open his mouth and 


Say... 


An agony-ridden scream suddenly pierced the ice 
rink's calm. Gareth shot out of his dream and up to his 
feet. Not caring whether he would be noticed or not, 
Gareth ran up to the rink's wall. Dealing with Michael 
was the furthest thing from his mind. The scream came 


again. This time his eyes easily followed the cry to its 
source: a little old man lying doubled up on the ice. 
Michael was already there, kneeling down, trying to 
comfort the stricken man. 


‘Don't move him!” Gareth admonished as he 
reached the gate to the rink. 


Michael jerked his head up, the panic in his eyes 
immediately fading away at the sight of the unexpected 
but most welcome visitor. 


Gareth gifted the kid a steadying smile before fully 
turning his attention to the injured elderly man. He was 
spindly boned man with a maelstrom of wild gray hair. 
He was lying on his side, curled up in miserable pain, 
cradling one arm to his heaving chest. “What happened, 
sir?” Gareth asked the stranger calmly, exuding a 
strength any flailing soul could latch onto. 


“Shoulder,” the old man gasped in a harried breath. 


“He fell.” Michael gulped, his hands shaking like a 
leaf as they tried to find some place on the old man's 
body to give comfort. “I think his arm's dislocated?” 
Michael sounded frayed, wired to explode, but Gareth 
could do nothing for him before he helped this stranger. 


“Yeah, damn thing's out of its socket again.” The 
injured stranger looked up at Gareth with brilliant blue 
eyes Clearer than what would normally befit a man of his 
obvious years. 


Gareth carefully investigated the shoulder with 
knowing fingers. “This has happened before?” 


“What the term ‘again’ usually means, sonny.” The 
man rolled his eyes. His sharpness apparently ran 
further than his clear gaze. 


Gareth snorted and asked the spunky old man 
sharply, “want me to put it back?” 


“Know how?” the man shot back. 
“Yeah,” Gareth replied easily. 
The man nodded, then warned him: “Don't fuck it 
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up. 


Gareth laughed, immediately liking the old bastard. 
“Well, sit up then.” 


“Give me a hand,” the stranger griped. “I'm damned 
old.” 


The two of them helped shift the man until he was 
leaning back against Michael's solid, kneeling form. 


Carefully, Gareth maneuvered the arm of the injured 
shoulder until it was bent at the elbow at a ninety degree 
angle. Gareth then guided the bent arm inward, then 
back outward, away ftom the body. With a little 
maneuvering and with than one curse ftom the old man, 
Gareth coaxed the arm into just the right position for the 


shoulder to suddenly pop back into the joint. 


As the bone popped back, the man grabbed 
Michael tightly as a shot of fire ripped through his arm. 


The man cried out. 
Michael held on tighter. 
Gareth sat back and waited. 


The pain disappeared from the man's face almost 
immediately. Gareth smiled. “Better?” 

The old man gritted his teeth and nodded as he 
regulated his breathing. Withn moments, the wrinkles 
on his face had relaxed, and he let out a sigh of 
contentment. “Good job,” he congratulated with an 
appreciative smile. 

“Are you OK?” Michael's voice was almost 
unexpected; he had been silent for so long. 


The man sat up a little straighter and pulled himself 
away ftom Michael's grasp. “Fine as ground pepper, 
with just as much kick.” 


It was Gareth's turn to roll his eyes now. “You need 
a ride to the hospital?” 


“Told you I was fine,” the old man grumbled. 
“You a doctor?” Gareth asked sarcastically. 


“As a matter of fact, I am. Retired, but still ticking 
and keeping better time than Greenwich. The name's 
Richard Broadway.” 


“Doctor Broadway, I'm Gareth Reed.” 


Gareth turned to his unusually quiet counterpart and 
asked, “Think you can find hima coat?” It was an 
obvious ploy to nudge Michael out of his funk. 


But Michael just nodded and skated across the rink 
and out into the front hall. 


With a jerk of his head to the disappearing figure, 
Gareth added, “and he's Michael Brighton.” 


“Oh, I know young Michael.” Although his voice 
was kind as he spoke, Richard didn't bother to look his 
way as he continued. “His daddy bled out in front of 
him when he was just a little thing. Gives him the right to 
be a little squeamish, I suppose.” 

“Yeah.” It was all Gareth could get out of his 


tightened throat before Michael skated back, coat in 
tow. 


“Here you go, Mr. Broadway.” Michael looked 
better, although his voice still sounded shaky. 


Carefully wrapping the jacket around his shoulders, 
the doctor confessed with a cocky grin: “I dated this 
boy's aunt. Hell ofa kisser.” 


“My aunt, he means,” Michael muttered as if they'd 


been through this exact same conversation a hundred 
times before. Though he was still wearing skates, 
Michael stood up and offered the old doctor a hand. 
“Hush, hush with Lainie?” he asked as the man teetered 
back to dry, warm ground. 


The doctor nodded, patted Michael on the cheek in 
lieu of a goodbye and then turned to Gareth. “I owe 
you one.” He offered his hand. 


‘T'I remember that.” Gareth shook it firmly and 
watched the elderly gentleman move slowly away and 
out of sight. 


Once they were out of the doctor's earshot, 
Michael immediately turned to Gareth. “I thought you 
owned a construction company?” he accused. “What 
are you doing, popping in bones like... like... like 
whatever the shit that was? And, most importantly, 
what the hell are you doing here?” 


“Nice suit.” Gareth took a long, studious gander at 
Michael's spandexed form before shaking his head in 
mock disappointment. “Where's your cape?” 


Though he fought it, Michael couldn't help himself 
from laughing. “You've always got to make the grand 
entrance, huh?” 


Gareth shrugged and found himself playing along for 
once. ‘Could have been better.” 


“Not too sure about that.” Michael's face softened 
in sincerity. “Thank you.” He nodded back to where the 
old man had disappeared. “Scared the shit out of me.” 
Rubbing his fingers through his hair, he elaborated in a 
coarse whisper, “don't like people dying in front of me.” 


“Who does?” It was on the tip of Gareth's tongue 


to ask about Michael's father, but he thought better of 
t. 


“Yeah.” Something in the distance suddenly caught 
Michael's eye. “Damn!” He leaped off the wall and 
made a beeline to the outer rink. “I'm going to be late 
for that stupid lecture.” Putting the covering over his 
blades and grabbing a towel, he headed off in the 
direction of what Gareth could only guess was the 
showers. 


Gareth called out right before he lost sight of him. 
“Nice seeing you, kid.” Indeed, was it ever nice, seeing 
him in that sutt. 

Michael peeked back around the corner and laid on 
a nervous smile. “Got a cocktail party thing to go to 
tonight at my professor's. It'll be boring, but I can buy 
you drink as thanks?” 


Hoping that the absurd flush of pleasure he felt 
didn't bleed out into his cheeks, Gareth answered with a 
casually feigned shrug of his shoulders. “Sure.” 


“Seven o'clock. 123 East Appleton Avenue. Better 
to take a cab than to try to park,” Michael rushed out 
all in one breath. 


Gareth nodded and added a close-lipped smile. 
He'd been told it was alluring, ‘TI be there.” 


Michael met his allure with bite. “Oh yeah, and 
Gareth, don't forget to invite the wife.” With that, 
Michael was gone. 


“Fuck,” Gareth cursed vilely under his breath. 
While he obviously hadn't been trying to hide the fact 
that he was married, Gareth had hoped for a little lead 
time. Discussing his marriage was a lot like discussing 
Einstein's theory of relativity: you only did it because 
you had to. Gareth, unfortunately, had to. Swallowing 
down a foul tasting chunk of his pride, Gareth took a 
step toward the showers fully prepared to lay his 
personal life out for Michael before he was interrupted 


by a tap on his shoulder. 


“Mr. Reed?” It was Lionel Broadway, the owner of 
the ice rink. “Sorry I'm late. Ready to get started?” 


Gareth, always the professional, sighed. “Yes, sir.” 


KKK 


Back in the locker room, Michael peeled the suit ofi 
of his shoulders, letting its slick form pool around his 
hips. Leaning over the sink, he threw a handful of cold 
water onto his face. Rubbing the refreshing chill roughly 
into his eyes with the heels of his palms, Michael looked 
wearily into the mirror. 

“Was it worth it, Dad?” Michael asked his haunted 
reflection in a broken whisper. 


Chapter Three: Cocktail Party 


Michael Brighton knew that he really should be 
paying attention to the conversation, especially since he 
was the one leading it. After all, influential ears were 
paying at least some attention to their least favorite 
student's jabbering. Or so he hoped. Right now, though, 
he was on auto-pilot. Words were flying out of his 
mouth at such a harrowing speed there really wasn't a 
hope in hell that he knew what he was talking about. 
The grey haired heads, however, just kept on bobbing 
up and down in between generous sips of bourbon and 
well-aged scotch. In the end, Michael concluded that, in 
this setting, at least, there really was no harm in 
volleying back and forth some highly educated bullshit. 
It would all be forgotten in the morning hangover, 
anyhow, and what wasn't forgotten would be forgiven 
as just the ramblings of an over-cocky student in search 


ofa tenured pat on the head. 
Ah, the life ofa graduate student. 


Michael talked on - and on - while keeping an 
anxious eye constantly trained to the door. It was half 
past seven, and, while he knew that people wandered in 
and out of these things at all times, Michael had a 
sinking suspicion that Gareth Reed was not one of those 
people. The man carried himselflike he'd be early to his 
own funeral, so Michael was quickly losing hope that 
Gareth was going to show tonight. 


To be brutally honest, though, what reason did 
Gareth really have to turn up at the party, especially 
after that parting wisecrack about his wife? Michael had 
struggled all day not to run a quick search of “Gareth 
Reed” on the internet. While he wasn't necessarily 
looking for dirt on the man, finding out ifhis wife was 
still alive would have certainly calmed his nauseating 


fear that he had thrown Gareth's dead love right in his 
face. Michael would be kicking himself from here to 
eternity if that was the case. Unfortunately, no matter 
the truth of the man's situation, Michael couldn't take 
back his words. There wasn't much ofa choice but for 
Michael to face the consequences of his big mouth. 


So Michael continued to talk. He talked a lot like 
he thought. Big words in long sentences gave his tongue 
a workout, as well as his lungs. Maybe that's why he 
was such an amazing kisser, or so he had been told. He 
wondered if there was any way to get references for 
that sort of thing. Maybe slap it up ona graph? 
Footnote it? Put it on a business card or a ring around 
his neck? 


“Excuse me? A ring around whose neck?” A voice 
that belonged to none other than his dean alerted 
Michael that his thoughts had slipped out into words. 


Michael looked blankly at the questioning dean. 
Quick strategizing really wasn't Michael's strong point. 
He needed a minute to figure out how he was going to 
get out of this and still have that scholarship to tuck him 
at the end of the evening. 


“Probably talking about wringing my neck for being 
so late,” Gareth Reed, cape-less superhero, quipped as 
he swooped in for the rescue. 


The gray heads all bobbed, then turned to Michael 
for an introduction. 


Michael was only too happy to oblige. “Everyone, 
this is Gareth Reed, construction tycoon and a good 
guy to have around if you ever get a dislocated 
shoulder” 


Gareth harrumphed. “He got the name right. 
Everything else I'd just ignore.” 


“We usually do,” the architectural historian giggled 
behind the olive in her martini glass. Michael had never 
liked the old bat. 


The professors made the rounds of introducing 
themselves and, oftentimes, providing their long 
scholastic pedigree. Gareth shook hands with them all, 
even eliciting a smile from one dean who had never not 
frowned in his life. It was very impressive. 


And, speaking of impressive, Gareth looked 
fantastic. He was wearing a tweed cable-knit turtleneck 
sweater in a color that made Michael think of sizzling 
sand dunes in some exotic location. The elbow patches 
were brown suede, which added a touch of 
sophistication to the otherwise “fuck me through the 
floor” sweater. The lucky pants that got to caress that 
mouth-watering ass were khaki colored, loose fitting 
and made ofa fine wool gabardine. Two rear pockets 


sat proudly on the set of coyly concealed cheeks. It 
took most of Michael's willpower to keep from digging 
into those pockets to explore the firm lands beneath. To 
round off the look, Gareth wore a pair of brown suede 
boots cut in the classic English style. Overall, it a very 
successful attempt in combining sex appeal with 
sophistication. Michael Brighton and his cock saluted 
Gareth's taste. 


And then a grating voice interrupted Michael's 
thoughts. 
“Gareth Reed?” the martini-ed historian pondered. 


“Haven't I heard that name bandied about in some of 
our finer newspapers?” 


Gareth looked uncomfortable as he shrugged and 
rocked back slightly on his heels. He didn't break ftom 
the tipsy woman's swirling eye contact, however, even 
when he shrugged, “you might have, ma'am. Reporters 


sniff around for all kinds of stories in a disaster.” 


Michael paled. “Were you in Cape Town?” He 
knew that the South African city had suffered a 
devastating earthquake four or five weeks ago... just 
about the time Gareth had received that urgent call in 
the Taft and Tate plant. “That call you got?” 


With a brief nod, Gareth affirmed the guess. He did 
not offer any details. 


The usually frowning dean also suffered froma 
chronic case of curiosity. “What the devil were you 
doing down there, son?” he asked Gareth, as if to 
scold him 


Gareth bristled at the obvious condescension. 
“Getting my hands dirty, sir.” The implied “you should 
try it yourself sometime” went unspoken. 


Martin-breath giggled again. “Don't any of you 


fogies read?” A couple of the grey heads drifted away 
at this point, smartly anticipating an alcohol-induced 
tirade. Undaunted by her diminishing audience, the 
woman continued her inebriated lecture. “If you ever 
learned to read, you'd know that this man here is a 
genuine hero. He rushes to all these decimated places, 
digs all the crying babies out and then stitches all their 
little parts back together until a real doctor shows up. 
Ooh, if I remember correctly, he even married one of 
his rescues. Not a baby, but a woman. How romantic. I 
think we all need to applaud him.” 


To Gareth's horror, she did. 


“Ma'am,” Gareth jumped in. “Can I get you some 
coffee?” 


Michael snorted. 
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“Just explain yourself, Reed, so she won't have to, 
the dean suggested from behind his usual disapproving 


scowl. 


Gareth eyed the man nobody liked and suggested: 
“A ‘please’ every now and then could go a long way in 
getting that stick out of your ass.” One corner of 
Gareth's lips curled up ever so slightly, the only sign to 
indicate that the man was enjoying himself “Now, I've 
obviously got some hard drinking to catch up on.” He 
looked around the room and spotted all the little crystal 
glasses still waiting to be filled. With a shiver, he turned 
to Michael and asked, “Know a good bar around 
here?” 


Michael hesitated, but only for a moment “T've got a 
better idea.” They could kick him out of school 
tomorrow, but he was going to damned well enjoy the 
refreshing straight talk that Gareth Reed took with him 
wherever he went. In fact, Michael had a deliciously, 
devilish idea... which was immediately thwarted by a 
firm and familiar hand on his shoulder. Michael turned 


around, his curse muffled behind a mostly genuine smile. 
“Rockwell? I didn't know you were coming tonight.” 


Rockwell Vaughn was, to say the least, a 
memorable man. Standing an impressive six feet five 
inches tall and weighing in at no less than 250 pounds, 
he was indeed a mountain ofa man. Although his early 
fifties were slowly churning his muscle into fat, he still 
struck an imposing presence that he often used to his 
advantage. It was a fact: not a lot of people liked 
Rockwell Vaughn. Thankfully, for the checkbooks of 
New York's city most elite, one did not have to be fond 
of Rockwell for him to make them filthy rich. Stocks, 
bonds and real estate were Vaughn's only children, and 
he disciplined them strictly and always to his liking, 


“Michael, who is your friend?” Rockwell looked 
down at Gareth in a terribly cliché caricature of 


haughtiness. 


Michael was so used to this outrageous conduct 
that he didn't even blink an eye at Rockwell's tone as he 
introduced the other two men. “Gareth Reed, this is 
Rockwell Vaughn, my father's best friend and my 
mentor” 


In no hurry at all, Gareth extended his hand. “Nice 
to meet you, sir.” 


Rockwell shook Gareth's hand but did not utter a 
greeting, Instead, he turned back to Michael and forced 
a lukewarm smile. “You aren't leaving, are you? 
Networking is very important, my boy. Your father 
knew that, as do you.” 


“Yes, I do.” Michael bristled at the mention of his 
father, not to mention the condescending tone. He 
quickly recovered, however, a knowing smile crossing 
his reluctant face. “That's why I got here an hour early 
to start the brown-nosing, Got to catch these academics 


before the liquor can make it to their brains.” 


“Michael.” Rockwell immediately chastised, but 
then just as suddenly softened. “Good strategy.” 


“Thank you.” Although it was true, Michael had 
meant the comment to be a joke. He had learned long 
ago that there wasn't any use in attempting to correct a 
Vaughn. 


Apparently pleased with the boy's response, 
Rockwell turned his attention back to Gareth. “Is your 
wife here, Mr. Reed? I see that you are married.” Like 
Michael, the gold band around Gareth's finger obviously 
hadn't escaped Rockwell's attention, either. Though his 
tone was neutral enough, the message was clear: 
Rockwell suspected that Michael and Gareth were 
together. 


“No, she's not.” Gareth didn't so much as bat an 
eye 


“Too bad,” Rockwell clucked like a schoolmarm 
reaching for her favorite ruler. “Women often enjoy 
these types of intellectual soirees. Maybe next time, 
then?” 


Furious, Gareth chose not to respond to this., “And 
what, sir, is your connection to these fine, upstanding 
people? I can't imagine you're a doctor, Mr. Vaughn,” 
he queried coldly. 


Rockwell's laughter was quick but sharp. “T'm just 
an alumnus, Mr. Reed. And where did you go to 
school?” He crossed his arms over his chest in the most 
regal of stances. 


“Life.” Gareth's answer was simple and spoken 
with his head held high. 


Rockwell nodded knowingly. Michael was 
surprised that his mentor didn't pat Gareth on the head 
in sympathy. “Nothing to be ashamed of, dear boy. 


Some of us are not meant to excel in such lofty things as 
academia.” 


“Rockwell...”’ Michael tried to step in, but it was 
too late. Michael groaned as he saw that Rockwell's 
fate had already been sealed: Gareth Reed was now 
smiling, 

“You're right, Mr. Vaughn.” Gareth grinned. “I may 
not have the brains to be here,” he took an aggressive 
step toward the older man, “but I do have the balls to 
do this.” 


Ina move that seemed choreographed for its utter 
flawlessness, Gareth turned, took a shocked Michael in 
his arms and kissed him 

The crowd around them reacted with a vast array 
of responses. The dean with the frown frowned more 
furiously. The historian giggled, barely realizing that 
she'd spilled a martini all over the front of her dress. The 


rest of the teaching staff looked on blankly, though one 
professor snorted out a mouthful of well-aged scotch 
from her nose. The associate professor beside her 
passed her a napkin while muttering something about 
“the decorum of students these days.” 


Rockwell Vaughn only stood taller and watched the 
men kiss from his stil-upturned nose. 


At that moment, with Gareth's limber tongue 
winding its devious way down his throat, Michael didn't 
give a shit what anyone thought, did or said. Other than 
Gareth, that was. Gareth Reed needed to keep doing 
this for as long as their lungs held out. 


Gareth growled into Michael's mouth, and 
Michael's knees nearly buckled at the deliciously primal 
sound. Michael held on to Gareth harder, his fingertips 
clawing at that damned tempting sweater. As Gareth's 
left hand dug further into his hair, drawing Michael even 


closer, Michael added his own vocal accompaniment 
with a deep-throated moan. 


Gareth's hardening cock jumped to full mast in 
response, assaulting Michael's straming dick through 
linen and jean. 

Michael jammed his left leg between Gareth's 
thighs. 

Gareth retaliated with a crushing grip on Michael's 
ass. 

Just as he thought he might pass out from lack of 
oxygen, Michael humped Gareth's leg once, leaving the 
man desperate and needing. 


With one last thrust of his tongue down Michael's 
throat, Gareth pulled back, panting. 


From across the room, martini woman gasped and 
sucked harder on her poor olive. Meanwhile, Rockwell 


had disappeared without a word to anyone. Michael 
shook his head, fingering his now-swollen lips with 
shaking fingers. “He's pissed.” 

Gareth rolled his eyes. “Kind of the point, Michael.” 


“The only point?” Michael asked with an 
uncharacteristic and damned annoying lump of 
hesitation in his throat. He felt like he'd swallowed a 
turtle. 


Clueless as to the marine life taking up residence in 
his counterpart, Gareth's reply was easy and simple: 
“No, not the only point.” 


“Good,” Michael breathed out in a blessedly turtle- 
free sigh. “Ready to get out of here?” He knew he 
certainly was. 


Looking around the room and its peeved-off 
inhabitants, Gareth responded with a nod. “My work 


here is done.” 
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Michael called a cab. 


“They're not going to kick you out for what 
happened in there, are they?” Gareth asked as they 
waited. 


Michael shook his head with a mischievous smirk. 
“Might send me to the principal's office for a spanking, 
but, besides being stuck with a rosy ass, I'll be fine.” 

Gareth readjusted himself on the bench, 
complaining with a hiss. “You and your damned visuals, 
kid. Anyone ever teach you just to say “yes, sir” and 
“no, sir?” 


“Yes, but there's usually a Saint Andrew's cross 
involved.” 


“You better not talk that way around Mr. Mentor 
up there. You might give the man a heart attack,” 
Gareth admonished as he leaned over and tried to gain 
control over his giddy dick. 


Michael shrugged in good humor. “Rockwell's 
okay. Just a bit old-fashioned. I think the only reason he 
keeps me close is some kind of honor thing he had 
going on with my dad. You know, ‘keep watch over 
your best friend's flock?’ Half the time I swear the man 
hates me.” 


“And the other half of the time?” Gareth's interest 
was piqued. 


“He treats me like blood. He's the only family I've 
got left.” Michael's eyes fell to his leather loafers as he 
brushed a piece of lint offhis right shoe. “I may not like 
him all the time, but I do love the guy. He's done a lot 
for me.” 


“Your shoes and coat?” Gareth quickly guessed. 


Michael laughed as he nodded. “Christmas gifts. I 
won't let him pay for anything else, so he tends to go a 
little crazy at Yule time.” 


“Ok,” Gareth reluctantly conceded, “T'll try to cut 
the guy some slack.” 


“The hell you won't,” Michael immediately 
countered. “Rockwell needs to be taken down a notch 
or two. Everyone else is either scared shitless of all his 
power or in awe of his money. Either way there's a lot 
of your ‘yes, sirs’ and ‘no, sirs’ getting flung about.” 
Michael ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Where 
the hell is that cab?” 


Gareth laughed at the sudden change of subject. 
“Shit, kid. How do you keep up with yourself?” 


Michael snorted. “I don't. I just kind of leap ahead 


to where I think I'm going,” 


Chapter Four: Brownstone Jungle 


Michael, it seemed, always had a key. This time, 
however, it took a little finagling to get. The kid had to 
scrounge around in an overgrown flower bed until he 
found just the right garden gnome. The elusive key was 
duct taped to the bottom of its shoe. Of course. 


Despite the trouble it took to get in, the house itself 
was unimpressive. The old brownstone stood three 
stories tall, complete with boarded-up windows, and a 
missing front stoop. Michael, however, promised that 
the roof garden was unbelievable. The forgotten patch 
of cement-rooted green was filled with exotic plants 
from around the world that had long outgrown their 
containers. Wild roses, he said, had overcome the 
railings; the heat from the taller buildings on either side 
providing just enough warmth to keep them alive and 


thriving through the New York winter. A brick fire pit 
had been sunk into the roof. The remains of clouded 
glass greenhouses provided cover from wandering eyes. 


It sounded surreal. Knowing Michael, it probably 
was. 


After frisking the gnomes, Michael led them in 
through the back door. 


They had stopped by a little corner store on their 
way to the house to pick up what Michael had dubbed 
as the “essentials.” Gareth knew better than to question 
the purchases, knowing the accompanying explanation 
would be long and exceedingly well-detailed. In the bag 
Michael lugged up the stairs was a six pack of beer, a 
cheap fleece throw, a bundle of firewood and two 
bottles of water. 


“You got your Glock?” Gareth thought it only best 
to clarify as they mounted a pitch-black staircase. 


Michael shook his head. Gareth could only imagine 
him grinning, “Don't need it. I've got you.” 
Gareth rolled his eyes. As something scurried 


across his foot, he asked, echoing his former question, 
“You ever go anywhere without rats?” 


“Guess we'll see.” 


Oh, yeah. The wife issue. From then on, Gareth 
chose to keep his mouth shut. 
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The roof garden was as spectacular as Michael had 
described. Gareth was confused. He could honestly say 
that this was the last place he'd expected Michael to 
take him for a drink. Especially after that kiss. 
Especially after having Gareth's wife thrown in the kid's 
face by that rat ofa mentor. 


Gareth shook his head ruefully. He had to admit 


that Michael had a knack for shocking the hell out of 
him. Not that Gareth was a slacker in that category 
himself. The kiss was proof positive of that. 


Gareth didn't know who carried the most blame for 
his irresistible need to shove his tongue down Michael 
Brighton's throat. True, it was that bastard Rockwell 
Vaughn that had goaded him into it. Nothing was 
clearer than Rockwell's immediate dislike of Gareth and 
his obvious “concern” that Gareth and his best friend's 
son were getting it on behind the woodshed. Gareth 
was a man with little patience for idiots, and kissing the 
kid had been the best way to take a stance against 
Rockwell's moronic behavior. 


And with the way Michael had kissed him back, 
Gareth doubted he'd need to spend much time 
vindicating his actions to the kid. 

Gareth groaned as he grated the heel of his palms 


into his eyes again. He was going to have to stop calling 
Michael ‘kid’ ifthe man kept dressing like that. Mr. 
Brighton oozed sex appeal tonight. He really was one 
hell ofa handsome man. Gareth didn't know if the kid 
had done it intentionally or not, but Michael had decked 
himself out, head-to-toe, in all black. It was a constant, 
hardening reminder of the speed skating suit he'd worn 
earlier that morning. 


The kid's blazer was leather, that softest kind of 
leather that felt like cooled butter and looked like spun 
silk. It had three buttons down its front, none of which 
were currently fastened. Slanted pockets sat on each of 
the jacket's sides; they were too small for a hand to slip 
in to them, but they were just the right size for a 
condoms slight, silver package to be tucked. Gareth 
shook his head at that thought, doubting the designer 
had quite that image in mind. 

Gareth's eyes naturally flowed to the black t-shirt 


unashamedly peeking out ftom beneath the leather. Its 
v-neck collar revealed just enough of Michael's lightly 
tanned, smooth skin for Gareth's mouth to consider 
drooling. 

Gareth's gaze moved lower, into even more 
treacherous territory. Below the shirt he found coal 
black jeans. The leeway between man and jean spurred 
thoughts of calloused hands diving down into the rich- 
laden chasm, grabbing skin and balls, shaft and head, 
wrenching a forbidden orgasm out... 


“You okay?” Michael sat down beside him and 


handed hima bottle of water. “You look a little 
flushed.” 


Gareth snorted. “I'm not going to swoon, so don't 
worry your handsome head about that.” 


“Good,” Michael took a long sip out of his own 
bottle, a knowing smirk hidden behind the rim. “So, 


what are you thinking about?” he asked pointedly. 

Bastard. The kid knew exactly what he had been 
thinking. “You're pretty cocky, you know?” 

Michael shrugged. “Might be that I was doing the 
same thing,” 

Gareth hadn't expected that. He shook his head, 
feeling every second of his extra years. “Damn, kid, it's 
been a long time.” 


“Since you sniffed around something with a dick?” 
Michael crooked a smile around the mouth of the 
bottle. 


“That's one way to put it,” Gareth huffed. 


“How long?” Michael set the half empty bottle 
down by their feet. 


“College.” 


“I thought you attended the college of “life.” 


Gareth picked up a dead twig from between his feet 
and flung it away. “Just telling the bastard what he 
wanted to hear.” 

“Why?” A quick glance at Michael and it was 
obvious the kid wasn't being argumentative — he was 
just plain curious. 

“I guess,” Gareth thought about how to best phrase 
this... “T just like to keep a few rounds in the chamber 
in case of emergencies.” 


Michael looked away. “I can understand that.” 


Gareth doubted he could, but he nodded just the 
same. Feeling that it was time for a change in the 
subject, Gareth needlessly pointed out, “Unusual spot.” 


“Private.” Michael added. 


Gareth cocked his eyebrow in interest. 


Letting out a deep breath, Michael admitted, 
“Figured you'd feel safer telling me about your wife 
when there weren't any sharp objects around. I could 
hurl a fichus stump at you, but I'm betting you're a 
pretty good ducker and dodger.” 


“That a compliment?” 
“Probably not,” Michael admitted guiltlessly. 


Gareth knew it was time to bite the bullet. “Her 
name is Melisande. If you're expecting some sob story 
about how she doesn't treat me right, how we've fallen 
out of love, grown apart or some other bullshit like that, 
forget it. Melisande is a hell of a woman. She's 
gorgeous, braver than half the marines out there and the 
kind of brilliant that usually makes a guy's balls run 
away and hide.” 


Michael was quiet while Gareth avoided his gaze. 


He was just glad Michael hadn't punched him already. 

Finally, Michael cleared his throat and asked, “So, what 

are you doing here? Not curiosity, obviously. Habit?” 
Gareth rolled his eyes in reply. 


Michael snorted back a laugh. “Yeah, I didn't think 
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So. 


It was pretty damn clear that liaisons were not 
Gareth's forte. He couldn't help but wonder, “Have you 
ever?” 


“Cheated? No. Been cheated on, once.” Michael 
thought about it for a moment then added, “Wouldn't 
wish it on my worst enemy.” 

Gareth nodded. “T've never cheated, either. Know 
why?” 


Michael shook his head, looking as put-out as 
Gareth felt. 


Taking a deep, shaky breath, Gareth dove in to the 
deep end. “You know those marriages that are in name 


only?” 

“Yeah.” 

Gareth snorted miserably. “We don't even have that 
going for us. The whole thing's a sham. Sort ofa 


shotgun wedding but in reverse. .. and without the 
shotgun.” 
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Michael glanced around for a fichus stump before 
commencing a blank stare. He figured the clueless look 
would give the man enough of a clue that further details 
were necessary. Who the hell could make sense of that 
mystifying explanation, anyway? 

Gareth read the look like a pro. “You ever hear of 
a country named Burkina Faso?” 


Thrown off by the change in subject, it took 
Michael a second to answer. “It's in Africa, right?” 


Impressed, Gareth nodded. 


Michael made the connection. “Does this have to 
do with that ‘rescuing babies from the rubble’ thing?” 


“Yeah. Me and a few of the guys in my construction 
company volunteer for an urban rescue unit. We get 
called into disasters all around the world. Earthquakes, 
floods, even did a volcano once,” Gareth added a bit 
proudly. 

“Hero,” Michael immediately scoffed. 


Gareth rolled his eyes. “There was an earthquake in 
Burkina Faso three years ago. My company was asked 
to help, so we helped. We went in there, helped dig out 
a lot of people. Saved a lot of them, too.” 


Remembering what martini-breath had said at the 


party, Michael took an educated guess: “Melisande was 
one of them.” 


“Yeah.” Gareth winced as he warned, “this is where 
things get tricky. Anyways, the building she was 
trapped in, well, it was the jail.” Gareth kept his eyes 
ahead as he spoke. “And, when the quake hit, she had 
been visiting her husband.” 


“Think I need a beer.” Michael stood up and 
headed for their bag of supplies. He grabbed two beers 
and handed one to Gareth, who accepted it graciously. 


After liberally libating themselves, Michael was the 
first to dive right back into the hell hole. “Okay, so. 
Earthquake. Husband. Jail. Got it. Go ahead.” 


Gareth snorted before continuing, “Melisande's 
husband had been charged with murder.” 


“Of course, tax fraud would have been too 


mundane for this story.” Michael looked immediately 
guilty for his interruption. “Sorry.” 

Gareth shrugged. “To be honest, kid, I don't know 
ifhe was really guilty or not. She never said, and I never 
asked. He died in the quake.” Gareth slowly twisted the 
gold band on his finger. “This city was out in the middle 
of nowhere. It had its own laws, its own take on 
religion; it was its own little world.” He yanked the ring 
offand hid it within his fist. “Their law states that when a 
murder has been committed, it must be avenged, either 
by the taking of the guilty party's life or the life of the 
party's spouse.” 

“Melisande.” 


Nodding, Gareth stared hard at his fist. “Tt didn't 
matter that her husband had, in fact, already died. It 
didn't matter that Mother Nature had done their dirty 
work for them. No, it didn't count unless the victim's 


family was there to witness the judgment.” 
“They weren't?” 
“No.” 
“So, Melisande. . .” 


“She was next in line.” Gareth sighed and opened 
his hand. The gold looked lackluster under the cover of 
night. “The only way Melisande could escape the 
judgment was for her to leave the country. And the only 
way a woman could leave her home was if she was 
married. So...” 


“You faked it.” 
“We faked it.” 


Michael dropped his head to his knees and 
snickered. This situation really sucked. “Would her 
family even know if you two un-‘“faked’ it?” 


Gulping down the last dregs of beer, Gareth replied 
with disdain. “Her brother, Bastien, is here in New 
York City. He keeps a careful eye on her, on us.” 


Michael peeked up from his knees. “Legally 
speaking, can she be deported?” 


“No. It doesn't matter if we're married or not, she 
can stay... but she won't stay ifher family asks her to 
go back. Her family is everything to her.” 


“And ifher brother suspects. ..” 


“He'll tell their parents, and they'll make her come 
home.” 


“Yes.” With a grunt of frustration, Gareth stood up. 
He looked far up into the cold heavens. “I won't let her 
die, Michael.” 


Sitting back up, Michael stared kindly at the man. 
“What hero could?” 


Gareth laughed at the absurdity and began to pace. 
“You know, she's still in love with her husband. Always 
will be, I guess.” 

“And you?” Michael eyed his moving form 
carefully. 

With a flick of his hand, Gareth waved off that 


concern. “I'm not in love with her, have never been. 
We're both honest about that.” 


“But?” Michael, of course, knew the “but” already. 
He still had to ask it, just the same. 


Gareth stopped, his back turned to the man he had 
just kissed an hour before. “Ifher brother knows I'm 
sleeping around with anyone, dick or no dick...” 


“Her parents would ask her to come home... even 
if it meant her death.” Michael yanked himself to his feet 
and went to stand by Gareth's side. 


Insight suddenly hit Michael. In two heated steps, 
he dropped himself right in front of Gareth. “So, in 
reality, that kiss you gave me back there was a hell ofa 
lot more dangerous for you and your wife than me and 
ny stupid doctorate.” 


“Tt was worth it, Michael.” 


“T'm sure Melisande would agree,” Michael threw 
back. 


Gareth surprised them both by chuckling, “She 
would actually. Like I said, hell ofa woman.” 


Michael looked deep into the laughing eyes. “Hell 
ofa man I'm looking at.” He wasn't joking. 


Taking a hesitant step forward, Gareth hooked his 
fingers into the loops of Michael's jeans and tugged the 
man closer. They shared the same breath. 


“Are you sure we should be doing this?” Michael 


asked, feeling like a jerk ... a jerk with an incredible 
hard-on. 
‘T'm in construction.” Gareth wet his lips with his 
tongue. ‘T think this place needs some, don't you?” 
“Tt's not worth it,” Michael forced himself to say. 


“But I'm already here.” Gareth laid a hand flat on 
Michael's chest, feeling the heart pound beneath a layer 
of thin cotton. 


Ignoring the heat spreading from Gareth's palm as it 
spread to his hardening nipples, he asked bluntly, “and 
the next time?” Michael knew that if they gave in once, 
they'd give in again... and again. 


“I want to be here,” Gareth said, moving his hand 
up to capture Michael's jaw in his palm “And so do 
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you. 


Michael closed his eyes. He wasn't strong enough 


to say no. “Do it,” he whispered. 
Gareth kissed him. 
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They kissed for a long time, both men taking turns 
at controlling their growing passion, neither pushing the 
boundaries farther than deep-throated kisses. 

An hour passed. 


The fire crackled between, the flames lapping at 
their shadows, the heat licking their bare feet. 


Gareth felt a chuckle crawl up the back of his 
throat, and, before he could swallow the turncoat back 
down, it leaped from his mouth in what amounted to a 
giggle. 

The sudden twinkle in Michael's eye was brighter 
than any makeshift bonfire. “The great Gareth Reed, 


hero and purveyor of all things manly, can't be ticklish, 
can he?” 


“Shut up,” Gareth ground out between gritted teeth. 


“You've got to know by now that I never do that.” 
Michael laughed. 


They were lying side-by-side on the fleece blanket. 
Except for their bare feet toasting close to the fire, they 
were fully clothed. It was much too chilly on the rooftop 
to risk more than their toes getting frostbite. 


Wiggling his toes, Michael stretched luxuriously by 
Gareth's side. He sighed in satisfaction as his back 
popped with the move. 

“Would you stop that?” Gareth lay with his arms 
crossed over his chest and his mouth twisted into the 
most sour of looks. 


“Would I stop what?” Michael asked innocently as 


he stretched his folded hands into the air and slowly 
turned them inside out. He moaned this time at the 
cacophony of knuckle pops. 


“Stop that!” 

“What?” 

‘Making noise.” 

“What noise?” Michael asked, playing obtuse like a 
pro. 


“That popping,” Gareth hesitated, but he was never 
one not to junp into the fire, so he took a deep breath 
and said it. “And that moaning. Damn hard for a man's 
dick not to stand up and take notice when you're over 
there milking moans out of your body.” 


“I could laugh instead.” 


Gareth reached over and latched onto Michael's 
jean-covered cock. He squeezed. Hard. 


Michael jerked in surprise. He had meant to open 
his mouth to let out a very firm, “ow!” That was, until 
his breath was suddenly sucked back in his throat and 
dispersed into a long mewl. Gareth wasn't just grabbing, 
he was kneading the hell out of Michael's flesh. 
Maintaining his carnal assault, Gareth rolled over and 
seethed into Michael's ear, “if anybody is going to milk 
your body, it's going to be me.” 

Being a construction worker had its benefits. Gareth 


had very strong hands, and he knew just how to use 
them 


Michael was instantly helpless. 


Gareth maneuvered himself up on one knee as he 
bore down on the squirming mass of flesh beneath him. 
“Want to cumin your pants, Michael?” he hissed with a 
sinister curl to his lips. 


Breathless and utterly defeated, Michael just shook 


his head. 
“You want me to drop them?” 
Michael's head jerked in a fervent nod. 


Gareth took a few long seconds to decide. “Okay,” 
he declared, all the muscles in his right hand still groping 
and pumping with great skill and no mercy. “Hands 
over your head, Michael. This is out of your control, 
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now. 


In uncoordinated, slurred movements more befitting 
a man drunk on cheap liquor than a man on the cusp of 
orgasm, Michael flopped his arms over his head and 
dug his fingers into the leather of his pillowed coat. Ina 
last act of sanity, he jerked his ass up off the ground, 
and, on trembling legs, held himself in that position. 


Gareth Reed smiled as his free left hand unzipped 
the fly of Michael's jeans and began tugging them over 


strained, raised hips. He only had to let go of his 
captured prize for a mere second as the pants and 
black briefs were yanked down to Michael's quaking 
thighs. “Down,” he whispered in a low command. 


Michael's now-bare ass dropped back down to the 
floor. 


As Gareth's hand reclaimed its weeping prize, 
Gareth flung himself over Michael's prone body, 
straddling his thighs. The man that lay pinned beneath 
him was a vision of flawless pornography. It took hima 
moment to decide what to do with him. Leaning over 
his prize with his hands bolstered on the other man's 
hipbones, he asked with a smirk, “You got a prostate, 
Michael?” 


“Gah... yes,” he stammered out in a swallowed 
breath. 


“Think I could find it?” Walking his fingers down 


from hipbone to balls, Gareth stopped at the sacs. “T 
could play here for a while.” 


“No!” Michael shouted, bursting with need. 


“Ok,” Gareth sighed. “Guess I'll have to keep 
walking.” As his fingers kept moving downward, 
Michael stretched his legs as wide apart as the dropped 
jeans would allow. Gareth's finger slipped into 
Michael's asshole with only minimal resistance and 
maximum effect. 


Michael's back arched off the ground as he sucked 
his bottom lip up between his teeth. He hissed in 
pleasure. 


Gareth smiled. “Now, let's dig a little, see what my 
finger can find.” 


The prostate was found with little trouble. Gareth 
ghosted his finger over it, tickling the button without 


pressing. 
Michael squirmed and purred out a “please.” 
“Ts that all I get?” 
“What do you want?” 
“I want to fuck you in that skating suit.” 


Despite his compromising position, Michael was 
able to draw his lips into a cocky smirk. “You liked 
that, huh?” 

“Nah, I like you.” Without warning, Gareth hit 
Michael's prostate hard, digging in and massaging the 
incendiary spot. 


Michael's ass and back jolted off of the ground. His 
body seized as he arced. Cum shot out of his penis, 
covering his stretched, tight abs with hot cream. 


Gareth nearly came on the spot, having to literally 


bite his tongue to forego the oncoming orgasm. 


Finally, as sweat began to mix with Michael's seed, 
the orgasm relinquished its grip on Michael, flopping the 
used body limply back down on the ground. 


Although still painfully erect, Gareth lifted himself off 
of the now- drifting man. Gareth had to get control of 
himself Standing up, he tried to walk the hard-on off. 
“Damn!” he muttered after a good five laps across the 
roof. It wasn't working. He glanced back at Michael, 
still nonsensical to the world, and came up with a Plan 
B. 


Gareth sat back down at the man's side and draped 
his wool coat over Michael's sleeping body. He 
doubted the kid would be out long. A man with that 
much to say couldn't leave the world quiet for more 
than the obligatory forty winks his body required. This 
sure as hell didn't count as one of those forty. There 


was nothing relaxing or refreshing about the way 
Michael now slept. Although his chest no longer heaved 
in orgasmic exertion, his lungs were still thundering 
away in post-coital recovery. On his still furrowed 
brow, little beads of sweat glistened in the firelight. 
Gareth reached down and took one precious drop on 
to the tip ofhis finger. Slowly, he brought it up to his 
lips and sucked his finger dry. 


“What are you doing?” A drowsy-sounding 
Michael asked with one eye barely cracked open. 
Amusement played across his sleepy face. 


Guiltlessly, he drew his finger slowly from the pull of 
his lips. “T'm tasting you.” The words were throaty and 
deep with flagrant innuendo. 


The ice-green pupils darkened in newly-stoked fire. 
“You know, there are creamier ways to taste me.” 


A feral smile crossed Gareth's face as he slowly 


pulled his coat away, exposing Michael's still-naked abs 
and groin. With the same finger he had tasted Michael's 
sweat with, Gareth swirled its tip delicately through 
Michael's still drying cum. Scooping just a taste of the 
seed, Gareth reverently brought his finger to Michael's 
lips. “Taste.” 


Slowly, Michael opened his mouth and curled his 
tongue out to greet the offering. In long, delicate 
strokes, Michael licked Gareth's finger clean. He closed 
his eyes to relish the flavor of himself, sighing out one 
word in satisfaction, “warm.” 


“No, Mr. Brighton,” he leaned down and softly 
kissed him. “You, sir, are hot.” 


Though he was still bleary eyed, a quick glance 
alerted Michael to Gareth's dangerously needy 
condition. Willing himself up on his elbows, Michael 
latched on to Gareth's lips, and Gareth responded by 


hungrily devouring Michael's mouth with his own. 


Long minutes passed with the men so locked 
together. Finally pulling away, Michael grinned as he 
glanced down at his still alert friend. 


Gareth followed the gaze. “Jeez, kid! You got a 
battery in you?” 


Michael ignored the snicker and lay back down to 
the ground. His tongue snaked out to wet his swollen 
lips. In a husky whisper, he asked, “have you ever 
69d, Mr. Reed?” 


Gareth's answer of “no” was quickly made into a 
le. 

Soon, thighs gleaming in sweat cradled heads 
hungrily devouring ripened cocks. Hardened muscles 
flexed and stormed beneath long stretches of bare skin. 
The two writhing bodies moved as one carnal beast. 


The men rolled, and they shuddered. 
They clawed, and they groped. 
They tasted, and they sucked. 
Finally, the men came, and they howled. 
ok 2 2 ok 
The rose petal Michael pulled from Gareth's ass 
he'd later tuck into his pocket, no man the wiser. 
ok 2 2 ok 
Both men were now dressed again, the makeshift 
campfire burning weakly away between them. The 
dancing firelight caught the ring and shattered off the 


gold ina thousand prisms of color as Gareth gently 
tossed the band to Michael. 


Although surprised by the sudden action, Michael 


caught it easily enough. The ring still held Gareth's heat 
within its closed embrace. 

“Look at it.” Gareth ordered softly, his eyes drawn 
to the gold. “There's an inscription inside.” 

The firelight may have been beautiful, but it was 
very dim. Michael brought the ring closer to his face, 
trying to angle it so that he could read the inscribed 


words, but there were none. “I don't see anything.” He 
looked questioningly at Gareth, handing the ring back. 
Gareth didn't take it. “Feel it,” he whispered behind 
pained eyes. 
Michael did. Inside the gold band were tiny raised 
ridges and dots. “Braille?” Michael guessed, Gareth's 
pain now shared in Michael's soft gaze. 


“Yeah.” Gareth closed his eyes and rubbed his 
forehead with exhaustion. 


The words barely escaped from Michael's suddenly 
dry lips. “Your wife's blind?” 

“No,” Gareth painfully sighed, “but I will be.” 

“What?” Michael grasped the ring tightly within his 
palm, as if it was a lifeline suddenly at risk of being 
pulled away. ‘I don't understand.” 


Gareth stretched his hands out in front of the fire, 
warming his achingly cold palms. “My father went blind 
when he was forty-five, my grandfather when he was 
fifty-two. Some genetic crap the doctor's couldn't 
explain, then or now.” 


“So...” Michael whispered. 


There was no emotion in his answer. “T've got a 
better than fifty-fifty shot of losing my sight before I'm 
sixty.” 

Michael dropped his head, his mind flying in a 


thousand different directions. “But it's not certain?” 
Gareth huffed out a withered laugh. “Nothing much 
is certain in this life, Michael.” 
“But?” Michael gently prodded. He saw there was 
still more to the story. 


Gareth's eyes were hard, relentless as he answered, 
“but there is one thing that is certain: I don't want be 
alone in that dark.” 


“So you stay?” 


Gareth shrugged, trying to make his answer seem 
commonplace and even mundane. “I save her now. She 
saves me then. Pretty good deal, I'd say.” 


“She knows?” It was a stupid thing to ask, but 
Michael had to be sure. 


“Ofcourse. I told her before we even started this 
whole charade. It was only fair.” 


“Yeah.” Michael nodded, furrowing his brow, trying 
to think of the best thing to say. “When will you 
know...” 


“When it happens.” Gareth stared at his naked ring 
finger, a chill skittering down his spine. 


“Shit,” was all Michael could say. He reached 
across the fire and gently tilted Gareth's chin up so he 
could see his eyes. His whisper was strangled. “T'm 
sorry.” 

“So am I.” 


They ended the conversation there. What more 
could be said? 


They left soon after. Not a word as to whether 
they'd meet again. 
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Later that night, as Michael he went to hang up the 
tissue-soft leather jacket Gareth had so admired, 
Michael felt something in its inner pocket. 


Inside was his grandfather's old picture, the one in 
front of the Stone Thrower's Hotel. Michael 
immediately smiled. He'd been hoping Gareth still had it, 
and that he hadn't lost the treasure himself. 


A small note was posted to the torn corner of the 
photo. “Still interested? Find me. October 25, 3pm” 
Taped to the back of the picture was a rusty key and 
Gareth's business card. The phone number had been 
slashed through and a tiny “no cheating” had been 
written in its stead. 


Michael Brighton sat down on his unmade bed and 
grinned. 


Chapter Five: Castle Canyon 


Country music had always put Gareth Reed ina 
weird, introspective mood, but it had been the only 
station he could find way out here in the boondocks. 
Gareth reached down and turned the radio off. Six 
months had passed since he had slipped that note into 
Michael's pocket and Gareth was now a happy and 
very well satisfied man — even if he was rather lost at 
the moment. Sighing, he rolled down the driver's side 
window of his truck. Spring, along with copious 
amounts of pollen, slammed into his face. Five sneezes 
later, he rolled the window back up. 


Glancing at the clock on his dashboard, he figured 
he was getting pretty darn close. He reached over into 
the passenger's seat and pulled out the crinkled, brightly 
colored map again. Folding it up so that the drawing of 


a white, crenellated stone gate was now in the middle, 
Gareth squinted at the paper to see ifhe had missed any 
clues. 


The words “Castle Canyon” were printed across 
the top of the map in medievakstyle script. Knights’ 
swords and dragon tails weaved their way in and out of 
the illuminated letters that spelled out the year 1975. 
Back then, Castle Canyon Amusement Park had been 
new. Roller coasters, carousels, and bumper cars 
would all have been gleaming and polished. Thousands 
of kids would have enjoyed a summer day in these 
feudal lands. But alas, Castle Canyon's doors were only 
open for three years, its gates closing forever in January 
of ’79. Now, only teenagers and curiosity seekers 
breached the castle's plywood walls. 


“So where the hell art thou?” Gareth quipped as he 
crumpled the paper in his fist. There were no road 
names on the map, no directions from interstates. 


“Come on! Give me something,” The sketch ofa court 
jester pointing his bell-decked stick to the gate, 
however, was all the help the map deemed fit to give. 
Flinging the stupid thing into the backseat, Gareth 
prepared to let out a string of crayon-colored curses 
when — low and behold! — a jester's hat suddenly 
crested above the far horizon. Caught unawares, a tiny 
smile, which he would hotly deny until the day he died, 
captured his lips and simply refused to let Gareth go. 


This smiling shit was becoming an all too common 
occurrence. Gareth wholeheartedly blamed Michael for 
it. 


“Well, fuck,” Gareth grumbled. The jester had 
disappeared behind a group of fir trees. Gareth was 
now navigating blind. “Fine,” Gareth gave the steering 
wheel another meaty punch. “J may have started this, 
but the kid sure as hell escalated it.” 


It, whatever the shit “it was, had started out 
innocently enough. Really... 
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Five months ago, October 25, 3:00 pm... 


The old, rusted key, still sticky from the tape 
that had attached it to the photograph, slipped 
crankily into the stubborn lock of the Sky Crest 
Sanitarium. The door whined mournfully as he 
slowly pushed it open. He was about to shit himself, 
and he'd only been in the godforsaken place for two 
minutes, a stark contrast to the door's 120 year 
damnation. Once Michael had finally figured out 
Gareth's clues, he had fallen back on his scholastic 


roots and researched the place to death. 


“Death, ” Michael whispered with a glance back 
over his shoulder at the graveyard standing proudly 
in the asylum's front yard. “Even when you died, 


this hell still had you.” 


Hell was a gracious term for the purported 
horrors that had riddled these now-crumbling halls. 
Turn of the century psychiatric care could best be 
described as abysmal. No further proof of this was 
needed than the hospital's original name: the Sky 
Crest House of Idiots. It would have been laughable 
if it wasn't the cold, hard truth. Michael shivered as 
if he could feel the breaths of all those tortured 
souls crawling down the back of his neck. 


“What the hell were you thinking, Gareth?” He 
hoped to God this wasn't some sort of twisted joke. 
While he had initially vowed to follow Gareth 
wherever the man might like to lead him, the weeks 
that had passed since their night on the roof top had 
given birth to a certain number of doubts. “More 
like a couple of life and death concerns, ” Michael 


chuckled sourly. 


Melisande's situation played heavily on his mind. 
The whole drive over here, hell the whole twenty- 
four days since he'd learned her story, Michael had 
wrung himself out over what he should do. He didn't 
want to hurt her. He honestly didn't. If he thought 
for a minute that Gareth and Melisande's supposed 
marriage was real or based on any feelings of the 
heart, Michael would have walked away... 


Instead, here he was, literally walking into a 
madhouse. “How fucking ironic is that?” 


“Talking to yourself, kid?” Gareth's voice 
tumbled out of the dark of a long, windowless 
hallway. 


Michael nearly jumped out of his socks. “Shit!” 
He spun around and glared at the man behind the 
cocky smirk. 


“Glad you found me?” Gareth asked as he 
stuffed his hands in his front pockets. He looked... 
glib. 


“Right now, I'd say it's questionable,” Michael 
conceded honestly. 


Gareth rocked back on his heels, a self-assured 
sparkle dancing in his eyes. “Hear me out, will ya?” 


Crossing his arms across his chest, Michael 
nodded mutely. 


Closing the distance between them, Gareth 
boasted as he pulled to a stop right in front of 
Michael. “Tomorrow at precisely ten o'clock, these 
walls get ripped down. ” 


Michael cocked his head to the side. He sure 
wasn't expecting that bit of information. Normally, 
his historic preservation genes would be all afire at 


the prospect of another building being cut down, 
but this time was different. This time destroying this 
god-forsaken place seemed right. He only had one 
question. “You're doing it?” 


“Yeah. ” Gareth shrugged, his face unreadable. 
“Good.” Michael smiled. 


“I want to show you something, ” said Gareth 
The cockiness was immediately back. 


“Not really in the mood here, Gareth.” 
Michael's cheeky grin was priceless. 


It was also apparently expected. “‘Keep smiling, 
school boy.” 


Michael raised an interested brow. “You know if 
you're really into the teacher/student kink, I know 
this great abandoned high school...” 


“This isn't about sex.” Gareth quickly shut 


down Michael's fun. 
“Tt isn't?” Michael asked. 


“No. ” Gareth sounded firm. 
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“Well, okay, if you're sure...’ 


“T've missed you. ” Gareth stepped forward and 
took Michael's lips within his own. The kiss lasted 
longer than either of the men expected. Gareth was 
the first to pull away. “You taste good.” 
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“Hoagie. ’ 


Gareth just smirked and led Michael down a 
litter-strewn hallway to a door emblazoned with the 
word “Workshop.” 


Michael stepped inside, his gaze immediately 
drawn to the lone worktable in the room and the 
colorfully painted objects upon it. 


Pride and mischief were rife in Gareth's rare 
grin. “Anything look familiar?” 


Michael started, stopped, then started again. 
When he finally arrived at the long table's edge, his 
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expression was one of disbelief. “These look like...’ 


“Yep, ” Gareth preened. “Did some research 
when I found these buried in the back store room. I 
knew they looked familiar, and, since I was still 
carrying around that old picture of yours in my 
wallet, well...” Gareth drifted off, knowing he was 
rambling. After a deep breath, he tried to finish up 
as succinctly as possible. “After all, there can't be 
that many of these little freaks in the world. So I 
thought...” 


“And...” Michael hurried him on with a roll of 
his hand. 


“And, kid,” Gareth paused for dramatic effect, 


“these are your Grandpa's little brothers and 
sisters. ” At Michael's quizzical look, Gareth 
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muttered, “ah, hell. You know what I mean.’ 


“Yeah. ” Michael nodded solemnly. A whole set 
of carved foxes, raccoons and little bear cubs lay 
spread out on the long table. Brightly colored and 
yet oddly realistic, they were identical to the porch 
carvings on his grandfather's Stone Thrower's Inn. 
“Are you saying that the people here made them? ” 
Michael guessed without looking away from the 


menagerie. 


Gareth walked up to Michael's side. His voice 
was sedate, no doubt affected by the realities of the 
patient's lives. “They probably tried to sell them to 
all sorts of businesses in the city. Apparently, a few 
made it out to Rockaway.” 


Picking each one up with a reverence probably 


never shown to their creators, Michael examined 
them all with a childlike smile. Finally, Michael 
looked up at Gareth and asked, “Why did you...” 


“Because I wanted to, Michael.” 


The simple answer, accompanied by Gareth's 
use of his actual name, abolished all of Michael's 
doubts. He could trust Gareth to make the right 
decision regarding Melisande, Michael knew that 
now. A man like this, Michael could quickly learn to 
trust with his very life. 


Clothes quickly became optional. 
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“You know we could have done this inside, 
Gareth suggested as Michael ripped off Gareth's 
Shirt. They were pinned against the driver's seat and 
the steering wheel. Michael had already disposed of 
his own pants and was currently working on 
Gareth's. 


“Tam not...,”’ Michael took a break to nuzzle 
the freshly freed nest of the other man's curls, “... 
fucking you in front of ghosts.” 


Gareth laughed. 


Michael put a stop to that jocularity with a few 
carefully placed nibbles on Gareth's balls. 


Gareth arched back and banged his head hard 
against the back window. “Damn it, Michael!” 


Michael raised up from his contorted position in 
the man's now naked lap and asked innocently, 
“Want me to stop?” 


Gareth shoved Michael's head back down. He 
tried hard to ignore the resulting chuckles. 


Meanwhile, Michael declared Gareth's cock as 
his own private lollipop. Up and down, around and 
around, Michael's tongue licked and lapped its stick 


of candy. 
With one hand, Gareth took hold of Michael's 


short hair. With the other, he clawed his fingers 
deep into Michael's back. 


Around Gareth's dick, Michael moaned at the 
rough sensation. 


Gareth went farther. He slapped his lover's bare 


ass. 


Michael cooed in delicious surprise and licked 
harder. 


Gareth spanked harder. 


Michael grunted then suddenly deep throated his 
“candy.” 
Gareth gasped. 


Michael sucked harder. 


Gareth came. 


Michael drank up every last drop. 


Rubbing his fist up and down his thigh, Gareth tried 
to concentrate on the road, not his merrily reminiscing 
member. Unfortunately, when dealing with memories of 
Michael, his cock had little choice but to become 
happily involved... 


December 11, noon... 


There had been more keys. Each had led to 
forgotten places in or near the city, places 


condemned before their time. One key led to a 150 
seat theater complete with gothic backdrops left 
over from the Roaring Twenties. Another unlocked 
a gate to a subway station that still had a track but 
no longer a tunnel. The Tuesday before 
Thanksgiving was spent at a resort in the Catskills, 
the full-grown aspen growing out of its pool being 
only one of its abandoned anomalies. The most 
bizarre, however, had to be the wax museum of 
clowns. The clown thing had even creeped Gareth 
out. It was a good thing Michael had brought his 
horsewhip that December morning. It had a 
tendency to calm certain things down while 
ratcheting other things way up. 


“You know what you're doing?” Gareth Reed 
hung from his wrists off a steel beam of industrial 
strength track lighting. Originally, the contraption 
had been made to light the warehouse full of stored 


mannequins before they were dragged inside to 
their chosen scene. Long ago the electricity had 
been taken away from its still dust-laden bulbs. 


“Yes, ” Michael's answer was clipped, as he was 
distracted with conditioning the whip. 


Gareth didn't feel any better. ““How do you 
know what you're doing? ” He realized these were 
questions that really should have been addressed 
long before he was stripped and strung up like a 
carcass at a meat-packing plant, but he had gotten 
a bit carried away by the kinky prospects. As he 
hung there, his dick waving nervously between his 
bared and spread thighs, Gareth began to rethink 
the appeal of anything that could be categorized 
under such a stupid-sounding word as “kink.” Ah 
hell, maybe he was just too old for this shit. 


“Ts this really the time for a discussion on my 


BDSM training?” Michael piped up with a 
wisecrack. 


Gareth was not in the mood. “Not what I...” 


A five hundred watt grin lit up the clown faces. 
“So, you're jealous?” 


Gritting his teeth and glancing up at his wrists, 
Gareth wondered if he could gnaw through those 
damned leather cuffs. The kid knew that jealousy 
wasn't allowed. It was why they didn't talk about 
other partners during their so-called “destination 
fucks. ” For those few hours together every few 
weeks, theirs was a world with no wives, no in-laws, 
no mentors. For those stolen days, theirs was a 
world of two. Maybe that's why they never met 
outside of their abandoned rendezvous. Maybe they 
knew their world of two couldn't survive even the 
eyes of another soul. Whatever the reasons, Gareth 


wasn't about to destroy what they did have. 
Swinging from his wrists, he hissed, “So help me, 
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Michael or else...’ 


Michael's smile turned dangerous. “This is not 
really the time for you to be making threats. Want 
me to go haul out a mirror to remind you?” 


“Dick.” 


The ice green eyes danced. “That's Master Dick 
when addressing the dick with the whip.” 


“You're getting off on this?” Gareth was 
frankly surprised. While Michael had experience 
being the top in these types of situations, he had 
admitted that it wasn't his favorite role. He had no 
choice but to be the top in this particular scenario, 
however, since the whip took skill to throw safely. 


Michael mirrored his surprise. “What? The 


power trip? Yes, I'm getting off on it. Kind of the 
point here.” Michael threw in the eye roll just to be 
a bastard. 


“And what about me?” Apparently Gareth's 
nerves had had enough of the stoicism crap. He 
sounded whiney. Gareth hated whiney. “Never 
mind.” 


Michael stepped close. Gareth's toes hung only 
inches from the cement floor, so the men were still 
essentially eye to eye. 


“What about you? You feel, Gareth.” Michael 
ran his thumb down Gareth's jaw line. “For once in 
your life, you just feel.” Over his Adam's apple, 
across the line of his collar bone, Michael traveled. 


“Take off the cape and tights.” Michael was 
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behind him now. “No one to rescue.’ 


Michael slapped his right cheek. “No one to 
rescue you. ” 
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Michael dropped to his knees. “Your pain.’ 
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Another smack. “Your pleasure.’ 


Michael kissed away the mark, “It's all in my 
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hands now.’ 


Michael's fingers spread his ass. “Let go and 
feel.” 


“Nice fucking monologue, Michael, ” Gareth 
was on a wire's edge now, his cock frustrated and 
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aroused, “but it ain't doing nothing for...’ 


Michael's tongue rimmed the unsuspecting 
asshole. 


Gareth gasped, his body arching back tightly. 


Tortuously slow, the tiny taste buds of Michael's 


tongue encircled the struggling star, tickling and 
warming in an exotic dance of opposites. Minutes 
later, as sweat beaded across the muscles of 
Gareth's bowed back, Michael pulled away and 
asked, “Better?” 


Gareth's mouth had dried up and blown away 
with his mind. It took him a good minute to answer, 
and, when it came, it was blunt and breathless. 
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“Damn.’ 


With the handle of the whip, Michael whacked 
Gareth sharply on the still-trembling ass. 


“Ow!” Gareth complained, although his cock 
did jump noticeably at the foreign sensation of 
wood on skin. 


“Pleasure and pain.” Michael circled back 
around him. “Combine the two extremes, and 
you've got one piping hot cocktail of a fuck. ” 


Despite his body barely being able to function at 
its most basic level, Gareth snorted at the chosen 
words. “Don't make me laugh. ” He was about to 
add, “‘It'll kill me, ” when Michael effectively ended 
the conversation. 


“Ok, ” Michael's voice rode on steel. “I won't.” 


From there, the whole incident deteriorated into 
an embarrassing exercise in begging, screaming and 
cumming. The fact that the final orgasm had 
knocked him senseless, drooling and hanging 
twitching from his wrists would forever be a bone of 
much-heated contention. 
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From then on, their game of adult hide and go seek 


took on a decidedly erotic, ifnot kinky, edge. What 
had started out as a somewhat morally upstanding 


venture of combining historic preservation, urban 
adventuring and sex, could now only be dubbed as 
pornographic in its strictest sense. Sure, they still 
explored these sites teetering on the edge of extinction, 
Gareth sometimes took a few pictures of creepy 
balustrades and wobbly parapets, but even his camera's 
digital eye fell victim to the pull that was Michael 
Brighton. Nowadays, as Gareth downloaded his 
photos, more often than not he was met with a picture 
of the erstwhile student with the big, oh-so-talented 
mouth. 


Out the front window of his truck, the damned 
jester smiled. 


Yes, Gareth Reed was smitten. It was an old- 
fashioned term for an old-fashioned feeling, one that 
stood out in bold contrast to the current motives of his 
dick. Gareth blew out a deep, damning breath, knowing 
that he was screwed. The fact that he was falling in love 


with Michael was pretty much undeniable. The grin 
plastered to his face right now was fairly conclusive 
proof of that. Utterly frustrated with himself, Gareth 
flicked the rearview window out of view. “T'll be 
damned if I'm going to watch myself go giddy.” As he 
pulled into the castle gates under the arm ofa terribly 
merry jester, however, Gareth suspected that “going 
giddy” was going to be the least of his problems that 
day. 


Parking his truck in the most unobtrusive place he 
could find within walking distance of the locked gate, 
Gareth jumped over the chain-link fence and set out on 
his hunt for the ever- elusive Michael Brighton. 


The kid never made it easy. Whenever it was his 
turn to be the “hider,” Michael would pull out all the 
stops in making sure that Gareth found the “seeking” to 
be a lesson in pure sexual frustration. Michael called it 


foreplay. Gareth called it crap. 


He made his way up to the park's now-lopsided 
castle. It sat on an obviously man-made hill, a tiny moat 
having been dug out around all its teetering sides. He 
hoped to God that Michael wasn't up in there. Ifhe 
was, after Gareth fucked him he was going to have to 
kick the man's fine ass for being stupid. 


Gareth's worry proved for naught as Michael's 
voice rang out farther down the cracked concrete lane. 
“You up to catching today?” 


Shaking his head in amusement, Gareth shouted 
back: “Going to get right to it today, huh?” While these 
hide and seek occasions always involved some manner 
of sexual activity, often they also included some kind of 
nourishment before the featured event. Apparently not 
today. “You know, I didn't have breakfast this 
morning,” Gareth pointed out to the figureless voice 


down the lane. “Just saying, a man's got to eat.” 
Michael's throaty laugh drifted down from the trees. 


Gareth stopped in his tracks. “Where the hell are 
you?” Shading his eyes from the hot spring sun, Gareth 
squinted into the top of the pine tree branches. “And if 
your idea of having hot monkey sex requires me 
climbing up a tree, forget it, kid. You're going to have to 
fuck me on the ground like everybody else.” 


From above and to the left this time, there was a 
rustling of pine needles and the sound of a rusty gate 
swinging shut. “You sure about that?” Suddenly a rope 
dropped down froma platform so wel-hidden amongst 
the tree tops that Gareth hadn't noticed it before. Still 
seeing no sign of Michael, Gareth wandered over to the 
rope, only to find a cloth knapsack tied to its end. 
Carefully untying and then unfolding the fabric, Gareth 
couldn't help but chuckle at the goodies awaiting him 


inside: a bottle of maple syrup and a stick of pure 
butter. “For later,“ Michael called down. 


“And for now?” Gareth questioned with a lingering 
smile. 


“Ever fuck on a rollercoaster?” 
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Michael had never heard a man move so fast as 
Gareth's footsteps on the nearly-concealed, old 
entrance ramp. The wooden platform stood about two 
stories above the ground, its legs and support beams 
still carefully melded into the surrounding pine scenery. 
The structure, though sturdy, still rattled and shook 
beneath Michael as Gareth barreled up to join him 
Breathless, his arousal radiating from every pore of his 
body, Gareth pulled to a stop in front of Michael and 
angrily gasped, “Damn. You really didn't need to do 


that.” 


Michael stood before him wearing nothing but an 
opened white button-down cotton shirt and a shiny 
black leather cock ring. The smile along with his 
substantial erection he didn't so much wear as flaunt. 
“Had to do something while I was waiting for you.” 


“And this?” Gareth reached out and slowly fingered 
the cock ring. 


“Didn't want to cheat.” 


Out of the envelope of clues that he had wisely 
stuck in his back pocket, Gareth pulled out the 
mysterious little key that had so licked his imagination 
on the long drive out there. He ran the teeth of the silver 
key up and then back down Michael's straining cock. 
The little keyhole in the cock ring's leather buckle 
shined gloriously open and ready in the sun. “And you 
trusted me with this?” Up and down, the tiny teeth 


raked the sensitive skin, forcing waves of arousal 
through Michael's locked body. 


Between caught breaths, Michael replied with a 
smirk that could only be called wry. “Didn't think... 
you'd sell it... on the black market.” 


“You know what I mean.” The silver now slowly 
circled the skin around the trapped shaft, its point every 
so often raking across tight balls. 


“I know what you mean.” Michael's eyes cleared 
from the glaze of arousal, making sure Gareth knew the 
sincerity of what he was saying. 


Gareth knew. “Thank you.” Wrapping his free hand 
around the back of Michael's neck, he brought the 
younger man to him and kissed him long and gently on 
the lips. 

, “You're killing me here,” Michael growled in 


growing frustration as Gareth pulled away. 


The devil curled Gareth's lips into a scintillating 
smile. “Where's your rollercoaster? I'll ‘kil? you some 
more once we're there.” 


The Adams apple in Michael's neck bobbed in 
hearty approval of the suggestion. Michael looked over 
his shoulder and smiled, ‘he's called the Rampart Ram.” 


Three cars with four seats each stood on the 
abandoned track. Painted gray, the metal body was 
meant to resemble a vicious mountain goat, complete 
with prosthetic curling horns. It honestly looked 
ridiculous, but Michael had to give the owners a few 
points for the cheese factor alone. 


Gareth, apparently, did not agree. “What the hell is 
that?” 


Michael rolled his eyes. “It's a goat, Gareth.” 


“You want to fuck on a metal goat?” 


Michael looked pointedly down at himself and 
answered with raw exasperation. “At this point, I'd fuck 
ona living, breathing, braying goat. Could you please 
get your ass up there and let me do my thing?” 


“No,” Gareth replied simply. 
“What?” 


“Tt's my thing we'll be doing,” In a rush of speed 
and muscle, Gareth bent over and rammed into 
Michael's midsection. With a surprised ‘oomph,’ 
Michael doubled over, only to be caught by Gareth's 
shoulder. With surprising ease, Gareth lifted Michael 
with a classic fireman's carry, slapping his bare ass with 
haughty flare. “You want to ride a ram, kid. You got it.” 
Dropping Michael face-up on the nose of the front car, 
Gareth grabbed Michael's knees and yanked them 
apart and then up, pushing them roughly back onto his 


chest. The starred opening twitched in happy 
contraction as Michael's body was so purposefilly 
spread and folded. “Hold them there.” Gareth let go, 
and Michael immediately obeyed, grabbing the back of 
his own thighs and hugging them to his abdomen. 


Gareth slowly unzipped his jeans, pushing them and 
his briefs down past his knees. His shirt was quickly 
disposed of over his head. He stopped and drank in the 
picture of raw carnality before him. Gareth's own penis 
wept in appreciation. He explained the course of action, 
“Got to drill you dry, Michael. Scream if you have to.” 


In one mammoth thrust, Gareth rammed his cock 
deep within Michael's ass. Like a senseless animal, 
Michael yelled out in pain. 


Gareth reached down and quickly released 
Michael's throbbing penis from the unholy confinement 
of the ring, 


Michael threw back his head and howled to the 
sky. 

Welk satisfied, Gareth drew back his dick, only to 
ram it in again to the hilt. 

Michael now moaned in rough-handed pleasure. 
With hands splayed out to the sides of his body, he 
scraped and dug his fingernails into the gray monster, 
trying desperately to gain a foothold on the escalating 
situation. 

He failed. 


Gareth had full control. “You only hold on to me,” 
he commanded in a hiss. 


Michael obeyed. Wrapping his arms up around 
Gareth's sides, he now dug into the sweaty ribs. 


Without any warning, Gareth reached between 
Michael's splayed legs, grabbed the newly released 


penis and pumped. Again and again. 


Michael was beyond speech now. Gareth smiled 
down at the unfocused green eyes. “Only two thrusts 
and you're like this, Michael?” he tsk'ed. “I wonder 
what will happen on number three?” 


Michael couldn't respond, he was so lost in back- 
breaking pleasure. His brain had leaked down to his 
dick. 


With a growl, Gareth pulled back and thrust one 
final time, the whole ofhis penis up Michael's ass. 


Both men came. 


One with a wordless whimper. The other with a 
breathless “holy shit.” 


Gareth collapsed upon Michael, melding their 
aftershocks into a single roaring fire. 
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“Not exactly how I had planned it.” Michael peeled 
himself off the rollercoaster car, Gareth just having 
peeled himself off Michael.. 


“But?” Gareth pulled up his pants. In deference to 
his still-sensitive dick, he did it very carefully. 


Michael stood wearing nothing but his now- 
wrinkled shirt and grinned. “Nice ad lib.” 


Gareth grunted out a chuckle as he straightened his 
shirt. “I'm sure in this city of millions I can find a stuffed 
goat. Or how about a t-shirt, ‘I rode the Ram and the 
Ram won?’ Got your birthday gift covered.” 


Instead of the laugh he was expecting, Michael gave 
hima silent look of chagrin. 


Gareth was surprised to find that it hurt. “What the 
hell did I say?” 


Michael stepped over to his pants and hurried to 
put them on. “You didn't say anything, Gareth.” Michael 
tried to blow it off with a flash ofa grin. “Just me being 
stupid.” 

Gareth blew out a breath of disbelief: “Other than 
silent, the one thing you are not now, nor ever will be, is 
stupid.” 

“Know when my birthday is?” Michael closed his 
eyes as he asked with an uncharacteristic slump to his 
shoulders. 


The meekness of the question threw Gareth off 
“What?” he finally had to ask. 


“You heard me.” Michael opened his eyes but 
didn't look Gareth's way. Michael looked embarrassed, 
almost jittery, as he fastened his belt. It was a look he'd 
never seen before on Michael, and Gareth prayed he'd 
never have to see it again. “It's stupid,” Michael finally 


mumbled again, eyes still cast down. 


Gareth had had just about enough of this crap. “No, 
it's June sixth,” Gareth huffed out a little harsher than he 
had planned. He'd known the kid's birthday ever since 
their night on that old brownstone's roof: How could he 
not have gone to the effort to find out something like 
that? Damn it, didn't the kid know what he meant to 
him? 

“You know?” Michael was nothing short of 
flabbergasted. 


Gareth was getting pissed. “Yes, apparently I do 
know, Michael. Now, what the hell is going on?” 


“I think you can figure that one out yourself” 
Deflated to the point of nearly skeletal, Michael slowly 
buttoned up the white shirt. 


“Ts this more of that jealous crap?” Gareth ground 


out. 


“More?” Michael looked genuinely hurt. “When did 
T ever...” 


Feelings be damned, Gareth wasn't about to heave 
any more guilt onto his own shoulders. “Don't tell me 
you haven't thought it,” he dared. 

“You're fucking kidding me!” The hurt little boy was 
gone. In his stead was a man on the cusp of outrage. 

“Melisande's not going away,” Gareth spit out, just 
to be hurtful. 

“No shit.” The muscles in Michael's jaws twitched 
in poorly controlled anger. “I bet I've thought more 
about your wife than you have lately.” It was a crummy 
thing to say. Michael knew it and immediately opened 
his mouth to take it back. 


Gareth beat him to the punch. “I can't give you any 


more than this.” The statement was so simple, it felt 
almost raw. 


Michael's voice softened, “have I ever asked?” 
“Isn't that what you just did?” Gareth sighed. 


Michael didn't have an answer, so he simply walked 
away. 


KK eK 


More hurt than he wanted to be, Michael slowly 
walked back down the path. He didn't know what the 
hell he had been thinking. Who gave a shit if Gareth 
knew when his birthday was? It didn't fucking matter. 
Who the hell cared? 


It was there that Michael stopped, the rebuttal 
rattling around in his head. “Apparently, Gareth is who 
the hell cares. Gareth thinks it fucking matters. Gareth is 
one man who does give a shit.” Michael blew out a 


long, rattled breath and looked hard at the spring sky. 
“Why the heck did You have to give me such a big 
mouth?” 


He was standing only a hundred feet or so from the 
roller coaster, his accusing gaze still up to the heavens, 
when Michael heard a bone-chilling crash. He turned 
back around only to see a cloud of dust and needles 
expanding out ftom beneath the trees. “Gareth!” he 
yelled, but didn't wait for an answer. With the speed of 
the terrified, Michael raced down the concrete path, his 
heart in his throat. “Gareth!” he shouted again as he 
heedlessly ran into the cloud of debris. He looked up 
through the slowly settling earth and saw that, while the 
rollercoaster's ramp was still standing, a huge hole had 
opened up on one side of it... the side where he had 
just left Gareth. 


Scared out ofhis mind, Michael started digging 


through the wooden debris. All the while, he growled 
from between gritted teeth, “you better not be dead. 
Not dead. Not dead.” 


“And if] was?” a weakened, cracked version of 
Gareth's voice came ftom behind him. 


Michael spun around to find Gareth sitting amidst a 
pile of splintered decking. He was grimacing and 
holding the calf of his right leg. 


Michael thought Gareth had never looked more 
gorgeous. His brow was wrinkled intensely, and the 
sweaty muscles of his injured leg glinted in the sunlight. 
Michael more or less barreled his way through the 
debris. He kneeled down. ‘T'd still do this,” Michael 
answered, kissing him, as softly, as deeply, as he ever 
had. 


Michael pulled back slowly and smirked. “But with 
you being a corpse, got to admit it'd be a little creepy 


kissing you like that.” 


“You all right?” Gareth grunted as he looked 
Michael over. 


“You're the one with a log through his leg,” Michael 
pointed out with only a slight bit of exaggeration. There 


was a foot-long wooden splinter piercing Gareth's calf. 
It looked painful and bloody. 


“Hey,” Gareth reached gently out and nudged 
Michael's chin, “that doesn't answer my question.” 

“T'm fine.” Michael pulled away and began digging 
through his pockets. “T'm calling 9-1-1.” 

“No.” Gareth took a weak swipe at the phone only 


to miss horribly. “We'll get our asses thrown in jail. I 
don't think your school would think too highly of that.” 


Michael snorted, wondering why that concern had 
never come up before. Flipping the phone open, he 


shook his head. “Got permission to be here, you 
damned oaf. Now shut up and let me talk.” 


Michael talked. 

And then Michael listened. 

He hung up after just a few minutes. 

“Halfan hour,” Michael informed him, his ice green 
eyes never leaving Gareth's bloody wound. 


“At least I'm dressed,” Gareth quipped as he 
carefully laid himself back to the ground. 


“Yeah, thank God for that.” Michael groaned; he 
knew he sounded shaky. 


“Tt's going to be fine, Michael. I swear.” 


“Yeah, like your big mouth is going to stop you 
from bleeding out.” Michael spit out, ignoring the irony 
of the “big mouth” complaint. 


Of course Gareth caught that, too. “My big mouth?” 


Michael didn't have time for Gareth's attempt at 
humor. Craning his neck over the nearby underbrush, 
Michael looked nervously down the path. “Maybe I 
should take you to my car? You know, meet them 
partway?” 


“No,” Gareth grabbed Michael's hand and tugged 
hima few inches closer. His gaze bore into Michael's. 
“We'll wait here, okay?” 


Michael nodded but whispered just the same, “‘t's 
not okay.” 
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As he lay there bleeding, Gareth didn't know if the 


kid was talking about his injury, or about everything 
else. 


Chapter Six: “Doc in a Box” 


Michael Brighton stared hard at the carpet, 
pondering the sensibility of having such carpeting in an 
emergency room. Yes, the hospital was small, more of 
a “doc ina box” than a full-fledged medical institute, but 
they still had to expect blood. Even small town folk 
bled. Maybe they just had a really good stain remover? 
Or maybe a local kid cooked up a carpet cleaner in his 
basement and sold the concoction to them in bulk? 
Maybe this carpet was putting the next Einstein through 
college? Maybe the kid would solve the mystery about 
wormboles in the space-time continuum? Wow! All that 
over a few piles of carpet! No wonder nobody bled on 
the thing. 

“Drink this.” A styrofoam cup of something hot was 
suddenly shoved into his hands. “You're in shock.” 


Michael looked up to see Rockwell performing one 
of his famous lurches over him. ‘Tm fine,” he mumbled 
taking a tentative sip ofa liquid too hot to identify. “I 
was Just thinking about this carpet.” 


Rockwell harrumphed as only the truly wealthy 
could and sat himself on the very edge of the pea-green 
plastic chair. “I should have brought your computer, 
gave you something useful to do.” 


Michael ignored the jab, all his concentration now 
on the cup and its mystery contents. “What the hell is 
this?” He sniffed the cloud of steam still rising from the 
stuff “Tt smells like licorice.” 


“Anise flavored brandy. It's mixed with the swill 
they serve as coffee in this place. And did I hear a 
‘thank you?” 

“Thank you, Rockwell,” he dutifully replied as he 
rolled his eyes. “But you didn't need to waste your 


good stuff on me; I told you I'm fine.” Michael knew the 
ungodly prices he paid for the day's liquor of choice in 
his little silver flask. He'd probably just sipped up halfa 
semester of school. 


“You were contemplating carpets, young man.” 
Rockwell had always been good at tossing the 
unfortunate truth into your face. 


Michael sighed. “Well, t's a lot better than thinking 
about other things.” He took another sip of the brew. 


“The doctors assure me that your friend will be 
fine.” 


“I know.” The doctors had assured Michael the 
same thing, but “seeing was believing” and all that shit. 
In fact, that whole seeing axiom was probably why the 
same assuring doctors wanted to keep Gareth overnight 
for observation. Even they had admitted that the man 
had lost a great deal of blood. Michael ran his fingers 


tiredly through his hair, the truth busy gnawing at his 
insides to get out. He might as well just go ahead and 
say it. With shaky hands, he set the cup down on the 
charr-side table and admitted softly, “Gareth wasn't 
who I was talking about, Rockwell.” 


Rockwell made the grand gesture of patting him on 
the knee. “This is neither the time nor the place to think 
of your father.” 


Michael scoffed in honest disbelief: “How can I 
not?” 


“How can you?” Rockwell looked affronted and 
pulled his hand back. “Your Mr. Reed is not man 
enough to even shine the shoes of your father.” 


Michael laughed at the absurdity of this statement. 
“Yeah, but, in your eyes, which man is?” 


“No man; perhaps that is the point.” Rockwell 


fiddled with his diamond watch. 


While Michael had never discussed his bisexuality 
with Rockwell, he knew that it bothered his mentor. 
“So, if Mr. Reed was a Miss Reed, you'd have no 
complaints?” Michael was just surprised that he'd finally 
put voice to it. 


Rockwell turned stormy eyes on to the young man. 
“On the contrary, I would object just as strongly. Your 
bed-hopping is not what your father had in mind when 
he...” 

Michael stopped him right there. “Bed-hopping?” 
he asked in exasperation. He wasn't sure if he was 
more upset about the implication or his laughable 
terminology. Either way, Rockwell had it dead wrong. 

“Are you saying it's not true?” Rockwell looked 
genuinely surprised at the notion. 


“That's exactly what I'm saying,” Michael hissed. 


“So, you are serious about this man?” Michael 
didn't answer, so Rockwell pushed even further. “Ts that 
wise? He is married, Michael. The scandal alone 
could. ..” 


Michael dropped his chin to his chest. He really 
didn't have the energy to deal with one of Rockwell's 
lectures right now. It was one of those times that 
Michael wondered why the older man put up with him if 
he disliked him so very much. “Why did you come out 
here?” he asked, rather bluntly. 


“Because you asked me to.” 


The answer was so unexpected that Michael 
looked hard into his face, but all he saw was honesty. “I 
was wrong,” Michael admitted guiltily. He kicked the 
leg of the chair angrily with the back of his shoe. 


Rockwell's lips twitched at the childish display 
before getting back to the business at hand. “Yes, you 
were wrong. But not about that.” He didn't deign to 
mention Gareth's name again. “The question is: what are 
you going to do about it?” 


For his father's sake alone, Michael swallowed 
back his rising frustration. “Right now, I'm going for a 
walk,” he said. Pulling himself to his feet proved harder 
than it should have. He was so tired. 


“Very well.” with a look of utter disdain, Rockwell 
dismissed him. 
Michael allowed himself small smile before 


slipping through the emergency room doors to the 
outside world. 


The warmth of the early spring sun lingered in the 
twilight. Michael stretched his arms over his head, the 
long, lean muscles of his back sighing in appreciation. 


Ever since the park, he'd been knotted up so tightly he 
was afraid he would literally snap. His worry for Gareth 
and his anger at himselfhad kept him moving, It was 
only when he'd been left to his own devices in the 
waiting room that he had first really noticed the dried 
blood on his hands. His head had spun as memories of 
his father bombarded him. He had barely made it to the 
restroom before emptying his stomach. Afterwards, he 
had called Rockwell. While the man might not be his 
favorite person in the world, he had been his father's 
favorite. Michael needed that connection, that link 
between the past and present to ground him. Rockwell 
had arrived an hour later. 


Despite Rockwell being Rockwell, the older man's 
company had indeed helped. The carpet soliloquy put 
aside, Michael was feeling better. A breath of fresh air 
was all he'd needed to get back all his bearings. 
Unfortunately, his wished-for peace was short-lived as 


a woman's voice greeted him from the growing 
shadows of the sidewalk. 


“You are his Michael, yes?” The question rode in 
ona soft French lit. 


As a figure emerged into the orange haze of dusk, 
Michael gulped down his apprehension and guessed, 
“Melisande?” 


The woman nodded. She was stunning. Tall and 
lithe, she was statuesque in posture and classic in 
features. With a long, narrow nose, almond-shaped 
eyes, and a perfectly set mouth amidst a near flawless 
complexion, she was one of the rare people in the 
world who simply exuded natural beauty. Her skin was 
the color of a moon-kissed midnight; her ebony hair 
was slicked straight back. Her wardrobe was just as 
exquisitely soft-spoken. A stormy gray cardigan with 
pleated puffy, short sleeves draped over a tulip-shaped, 


dusky blue skirt that fell only to mid-thigh. Opal-hued 
silk peeked out ftom beneath the gray knit in the form 
ofa gently ruffled v-neck top. Leather platform sandals 
wrapped around her ankles, leading the eye up her 
long, smooth legs. She resembled a model fresh froma 
Parisian runway. 


“You're beautiful,” Michael stated simply. He 
wasn't sure if she knew that he was sleeping with her 
husband. Gareth had been silent on the subject, as if 
banishing her name from his and Michael's discussions 
would erase her presence from any part of their worlds. 
It was a foolish, selfish position for Gareth to take, but 
Michael hadn't called him out on it... at least not until 
today. 


“But you're the one he wants.” Her lips curled up 
into a gentle, knowing smile. 


Michael immediately disagreed. “Just for...” 


“Kinks?” 
Michael forced out a laugh. He doubted he could 


feel any more uncomfortable. “I think you mean 
‘kicks.”” 


“No, I don't,” she assured him He could see her 
hands form into fists in the front pockets of her cardigan 
as she battled to control her emotions. “My husband 
thinks he has to protect me. He doesn't, not anymore.” 
While her body and her voice claimed that his leaving 
her is what she wanted, her eyes said something 
different, an emotion unclear even to her. 


While Michael knew her words were a lie, he didn't 
call her on it. “He loves you.” He stated the cold, hard 
truth instead. 


“Yes. Like a sister.” The tiny cringe was almost 
unperceivable. “But I'm afraid he won't leave me,” she 
said, a genuinely sorrowful tilt crossing her mauve lips. 


“I owe him my life. I won't go against his wishes... even 
if it would be for his own good.” She stared down at 
her sandaled toes. “How wrong is that?” 


“Not wrong,” Michael sighed. As much as blaming 
her would have made this situation a hell ofa lot easier 
on him, he just wasn't a lar. A fool, but not a liar. 


“But it is twisted, yes?” She glanced up through a 
soft brush of lashes. 


He nodded, a smirk flashing briefly across his face. 
“But for all the right reasons.” 


Readjusting her black leather purse on her shoulder, 
she let out a deep, sad breath. “You'll learn to hate me.” 


‘T'I try not to.” It was as much as he could promise 
her. He caught her glancing at the hospital's door. He 
had to let her go to him now. “What can I do?” It was 
probably a stupid thing to ask considering the situation, 


but he had to offer. He didn't want to cause this woman 
any more undue pain. 


“You've done enough,” she stated. 


She began to step around him, when he stopped 
her with his own ambiguous warning: “I'm staying,” 

Melisande did not look at him, simply nodding her 
head tightly. ‘TI tell him.” 


KK KK 


“When did you start liking boys?” Her voice always 
rode a melodic French lilt that did well at masquerading 
anger and hurt. Gareth had always called her a reluctant 
chameleon. She did not misdirect her motives in a 
conversation intentionally; it was more like falling back 
into a comforting habit you had had as a child when the 
big, bad adult world was slapping you around. Gareth 
did not blame her. He didn't blame her for anything. 


“I guess about the same time you did, Melisande.” 
He shrugged as he played with the corner of the white 
hospital sheet that now lay pooled on his lap. He 
wanted to go home. 


“Yes, but my interest in gentlemen is to be 
expected. Yours is not.” She stood like a sentinel at the 
end of his bed. Her arms were crossed, her hands 
locked into tiny, strained fists. She resembled a lioness 
on the savanna, regally awaiting her opportunity to 
pounce. Which, as Gareth well knew, was another load 
of shit. Like the French accent, her composed posture 
was a defensive mechanism, long and sharply honed by 
her family's struggles as a child. He often wondered if 
she could feel the child's mask she slipped on. 


Heaving a mighty sigh, he realized that the pain 
meds were making his mind wander further a-field than 
he liked to go. He needed to make this simple. “I'm bi.” 


“Obviously.” She shifted her weight from one suede 
sandal to the other. It was the only sign she was 
affected at all. “You told me there was someone, so 
why didn't you tell me this?” 


“Tt wouldn't have mattered, not to you.” He winced 
at how cold that sounded. 


“No, it wouldn't have.” A small catch in her breath 
betrayed that she felt the chill too, but she didn't argue 
the point. “And that, my husband, is why you could 
have told me.” 


She was right, of course. She usually was. “I'm 
sorry,” he told her as he looked into her eyes. 


“Don't be. It is nothing to apologize for. I wish you 
had told me earlier. Nevertheless, it changes nothing, 
Gareth.” 


“No,” Gareth looked down at the gold on his hand. 


“Tt changes nothing,” 

Melisande uncrossed her arms and moved 
gracefully to her husband's side. She reached out and 
took the hated left hand in her own. Her gold band was 
smaller, but just as strong. With no fear, she looked into 
his eyes. “Your Michael knows that.” 


“Yeah, I know.” Gareth couldn't hide the regret 
from his face. He pulled his hand away. 


Melisande re-crossed her arms. “Yet he is still 
here.” A distance had slipped into her voice. 

“Know that, too,” he said a little too quickly. 

She took a step back, her gaze again lost to the 
window. “If my brother finds out...” 


“He won't, Melisande.” While he could not give her 
the love of the whole family she had been exiled from, 
he could give her Bastien's. He'd never allow her 


brother to know. “Don't worry, I'll be careful.” 


“So, you will not quit this man?” Her face showed 
neither contempt nor acceptance. She was that little girl 
with a limp, again. 

And Gareth could not heal her. He knew tt, as well 
as she. He could, however, give her an honesty he had 
not yet allowed himself: “No, it's too late to ‘quit’ him” 


He used her chosen word to somehow soften the 
delivery. 


Melisande, however, did not need such a 
consideration. She had known the truth, perhaps before 
him. She smiled softly. “You must tell him. That he 
does not know.” 


“I didn't know I knew,” Gareth conceded with a 
crooked grin. 


A small laugh escaped her. “And that is why you 


have a wife.” 
“Touché.” He sighed light-heartedly. 


“Your French is improving,” she teased as she 
picked up her purse to leave. “May I assume you will 
be fine here?” 


“Yeah,” he admitted sadly. He was glad she was 
going and hated it himself for it. “Did you have the car 
bring you?” One of the perks of having such a 
successful business was having a car service available to 
them at all times. She always used it. 


She nodded in answer to his question, adding: “1 
think I've put off that trip to Boston long enough.” She 
was an art docent and did lots of work with the Boston 
Museum of Art. She was always needed there, a ready 
excuse when time apart was needed. Never before had 
she left in the midst of such a complicated situation. “T 
will be back Tuesday, if that is all right with you?” 


Never before had she asked his permission for 
anything, 

Gareth was humbled by the woman's consideration. 
He could only nod his head. 


She leaned down and brushed a soft kiss across his 
cheek as a parting gift. She left the room without 
another word. 
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Rockwell Vaughn, silver flask in his hand, watched 
the woman leave Gareth Reed's room. Her identity was 
hardly a secret. 


With her back pillar-straight and her shoulders held 
high, the only sign ofher distress was the clenched fists 
holding her leather purse tightly to her chest. Her gait 
was steady and sure; she didn't falter a step. 


Rockwell found it easy to follow her. 
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Michael sat on the curb. It had been almost an hour 
since Melisande had made her introduction. “At least 
now,” Michael thought ruefully, “T'm not thinking about 
Dad anymore.” In fact, he wasn't thinking about much. 
There was very little he could do in this situation. It was 
both of their lives at stake here, not just his own. He'd 
just have to wait the thing out, see where Fate had 
tossed him at the ending. Resigned to that fact and 
pissed at his powerlessness, he sat on the hospital's 
curb and stared up at the burgeoning stars. 


His blessing of solitude was cut short. 


“Your Mrs. Reed has left.” Rockwell's voice rained 
down from above like some kind of deified judgment. 


Michael sighed but didn't lose his place in the stars. 
“She isn't mine, Rockwell.” 


“But she is Gareth's.” 


“She isn't anyone's.” Michael dropped his gaze to 
the fast food restaurant across the street. He sounded 
as tired as he felt. “Melisande is her own woman. Good 
or bad, she makes her own decisions.” 


“With the information she is given.” Rockwell had 
not moved one step. 


Michael surrendered and glanced back to him. “She 
knows.” 


“Everything?” 

Michael dropped his head and laughed softly. 
‘Melisande probably knows more than me.” While 
Gareth clearly had a problem talking about his wife to 
Michael, apparently he had no such qualms talking to 
Melisande about his gay lover. “She knew my name,” 
Michael confessed his, wondering ifhe should have 


kept his mouth shut. 
“Ts that good or bad?” Rockwell asked, devoid of 
any leading inflections. 


“I don't know. Surprising?” He really hadn't thought 
enough about it to categorize it as being either “good” 
or “bad.” Maybe he should? 


Rockwell's hand clamped down on the young man's 
shoulder. “You need to come home, Michael.” 


Michael snorted. That was the last thing he needed 
to do. “I need to see Gareth.” 


“Visiting hours are over.” 


“Then I'll wait until morning,” Michael said as 
casually as if it had been his plan all along, 


Rockwell huffed at the notion. “You'll wait all night 
out on this curb?” 


“Oh, I don't know.” Michael sighed, his sarcasm 
running loose with his tongue. “I might skulk inside the 
waiting room by dawn, beg a few crumbs off the 
nurses.” 

Rockwell surprised him by laughing, “Crumbs? You 
know, if you put your mind to it, you'd get nothing less 
than key lime pie.” 

Michael smiled softly. “Careful, Rockwell. That 
almost sounded like a compliment.” 


“Tt almost was.” Rockwell laid his hand gently on 
the top of the younger man's head. “Good night, 
Michael.” 


“Good night, Rockwell.” 
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“Where the hell is he?” It was really more ofa 
shouted growl than a question. 


The nurse, however, had been trained to deal with 
both in kind. “I don't know, sir.” She smiled as she 
continued to tuck him even further into the damned bed. 
“Perhaps if you get some sleep, things will look brighter 
in the morning,” 

Gareth just barely bit back the “Fuck you.” This 
woman was going to be responsible for feeding him in 
the morning, and he really didn't want any nasty 
surprises in his jell-o. Besides, ifhe played nice, maybe 
he could get her to do some reconnaissance work for 
him., “Think you could go look in the waiting room for 
him? Handsome kid, talks a lot,” he said, plastering a 
smile across his face. 


“You can find your friend in the morning,” she 
chirped. 


Dumping his head back against the pillow, Gareth 
tossed out what he was sure was his last lifeline. ‘Think 


you could un-tuck me enough to use the phone?” He 
had lost his cell phone somewhere in the chaos of the 
afternoon. 


“Certainly, sir.” She glided silently to the bedside 
table, only informing him of the caveat after he actually 
had the phone in his hands. “But only local calls are 
allowed.” 


“You're kidding,” Gareth looked at the woman and 
doubted she could. “Never mind.” Dejected, he gave 
up. “How early can I get out of here?” 


She began re-tucking. “The doctor begins his 
rounds at seven a.m.” 


“Great,” he relented to his mummy-hood with a 
manly groan. “Enough time for jell-o.”” 
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An unsteady hand laid the stack of photos out side 


by side. Their images were blurry; their identities were 
not. Michael Brighton and Gareth Reed were fucking, 
Knowing it beforehand was nothing like seeing Gareth's 
dick up Michael's ass. 


The hand no longer trembled. 


There was work to be done. 


Chapter Seven: The Penthouse 


The jell-o jiggled on Gareth Reed's spoon,. It was 
green. It was cold. It was the most unappetizing thing 
Gareth had laid eyes on in years. That was a fairly 
damning appraisal coming from the man who had 
enjoyed chocolate-covered grasshoppers on a stick. 


The nurse from last night smiled down on him and 
chirped, “Eat up!” 
“Or what? It'll start splitting itself into two until it 


conquers the world?” 


“Don't mind him,” Michael Brighton reassured as he 
strolled in the hospital rooms door. “Gareth's always a 
little apocalyptic before his chilled morning goo.” 


“Michael! Where the hell have you been?” The grin 
across Gareth's face betrayed the grufiness of his voice. 


“T've been here,” Michael answered simply, no 
emotion playing across his usually vibrant face. 


Gareth immediately kicked himself and finally 
managed a weak-assed “oh.” He really had no right to 
question where the kid was or wasn't. No matter what 
revelations his wife had dragged out into the light, 
Gareth wasn't stupid enough to assume that Michael 
could feel the same way. Though only five years 
separated them, Gareth would always be the old man in 
the relationship. Shit. There he went again with the ill- 
fated r-word. They fucked. They fucked well. More 
importantly, however, they were friends. They may be 
fucking friends, but that was it. God, Gareth had a 
headache. 


“I was here...except, of course, when I was 
hoofing it to the doughnut shop down the street,” 
Michael said reassuringly. From behind Michael's back, 


a white paper bag appeared and was neatly tossed over 
to the bedridden man. 


Gareth caught it with one hand, already opening it 
with the other. The wonderful aromas of yeast and glaze 
and all other things deemed naughty for breakfast 
assailed him as he peeked hungrily into the sack. The 
second grin of Gareth's oh-so early day blossomed 
across his face. “You're a man amongst men, Michael 
Brighton.” 

Michael, in turn, just rolled his eyes. “Eat your 
powdered doughnut and we'll get out of here.” He sat 
down on the edge of the bed and offered a smile to the 
nurse. 


The formerly perky R.N. stared the young man 
down. Disapproval was rife on her suddenly dowdy 
face. 


Michael turned on the charm. “No offense, ma'am. 


Just meant, ‘home sweet home’ and all that.” He 
reached into Gareth's bag of goodies and brought out a 
chocolate éclair. He offered it to her with a wink. 


“I can not be bought,” she informed him with a 
guilty look toward the door. She was obviously facing a 
moral dilemma, one in which her taste buds clearly had 
the advantage. 


“Ah, but you can be fed, can't you?” Michael's 
unexpected volley of logic did the trick. 


She stomped off, éclair firmly in hand. 


Gareth had just finished the powdered donut and 
was about to commence burrowing into the bag for an 
elusive bear claw when he got a closer look at Michael. 
“You look terrible.” Michael was disheveled, unshaven 
and the bags beneath his bloodshot eyes were frankly 
disturbing, “Where did you sleep last night?” 


“Who said I slept?” Michael managed to counter 
behind a cavernous yawn. 


“Damn it, Michael.” Appetite lost, Gareth readied 
for a fight. 


“Not in the mood, Gareth.” Michael slumped his 
shoulders, letting exhaustion clearly take the lead. 


Gareth was getting a real bad feeling in his gut, but 
Michael cut him off 


“How's the leg?” 
“Numb.” Gareth winced. 


“Let's make sure it stays that way.” Michael 
reached over to the much maligned bowl of green jell-o 
and handed Gareth a little cup of colorful pills. 


Gareth looked at them with disgust. “They'll make 
me loopy,” he warned. 


“Good thing I brought the camera, then.” 
“Bastard.” 


“Said the powdered face beggar.” Michael handed 
hima napkin. “Eat.” 


Gareth took the blasted pills and then again went in 
search of that bear claw. Once he'd found it, Gareth 
took a gargantuan bite and asked behind a mouthful, 
“you taking me home?” He tried to sound nonchalant. 


While Michael may have been exhausted, he wasn't 
stupid. He didn't buy Gareth's show for a moment. 
Michael knew the significance as much as he did. 
“Yeah, I'm taking you home.” 


Gareth couldn't think of a damned thing more to say 
to that, so he just took another bite and said, “Thank 
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you. 
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Michael had hitched a ride back out to the 
amusement park late last night, so he drove them down 
the old highway in Gareth's truck. It was worth a hell of 
a lot more than Michael's old car, and he didn't want to 
risk the truck being stolen. “You loopy yet?” Michael 
asked as he tapped nervously on the wheel. He wanted 
to have this conversation out of the way before they 
crossed the bridge back into the city. He didn't want 
Gareth barking off directions to get in the way of what 
needed to be said... whatever the hell that was. 


“Why?” Unfocused eyes squinted at the driver 
suspiciously. 


Yep. Gareth was doped to the gills. Michael wet his 
lips, diving in while the water was heavily medicated, 
‘Melisande is nice.” Michael's eyes never left the road. 


Gareth was quiet for a minute; Michael feared he'd 
dropped off into some kind of coma. No such luck. 


“Yeah,” Gareth finally slurred, his hands flailing 
uncoordinatedly, punctuating every other syllable. 
“She's also out of town until Tuesday.” 


The dead silence of the truck was most welcome. 
Michael tucked himself into that quiet for three 
mileposts. Finally, he strung together enough of his wits 
to ask, “Why is she out of town?” 

“She offered,” Gareth replied with an exaggerated 
shrug of his shoulders. 


Michael's heartbeat sped up as Gareth's mind 
slowed down. Michael enunciated his next question 
very clearly: “Why did Melisande offer to leave town?” 


Gareth closed his eyes, on the verge of surrendering 
to the medication's stupor. 


Michael punched him in the arm. 
After a delayed “ow!,” Gareth rallied enough to 


rattle off in one long breath, “Because she knows that I 
can't quit you.” He immediately dropped his chin to his 
chest and sighed. 

“You can't quit me?” Michael squeaked out, his 
mouth going irretrievably dry. 

“No.” Gareth was now busy making little churches 
and steeples out of his joined fingers. 


“Good... good to know,” Michael allowed himself 
to stutter. After all, what the hell was Gareth going to 
remember anyway? 


“Kind of like a kick in the head, huh?” Gareth 
muttered as he played. 


“Yeah,” Michael let out a little strained laugh. “Just 
like a kick in the head.” 
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It took them four hours to get home. Gareth wasn't 
sure why or how it took them that long, but he did have 
a foggy recollection of somehow getting lost in the 
Lincoln Tunnel and Michael threatening to castrate 
Gareth with his pen knife. As he stood at his front door 
trying to get the damned key into the lock, Gareth 
counted himself lucky just to be alive. 


“Give it to me,” Michael ordered as he grabbed the 
key from his rubbery fingers. Gareth was quickly 
learning that an impatient, fed up and pissed off Michael 
Brighton was a bad thing, “IfI ever get you in this 
damned door,” Michael grunted as he finally shoved 
open the cursed door, “T'm flushing those pills of yours 
down the toilet. A little pain won't hurt you.” 

With a distinct lack of grace or any kind of style, 


Gareth stumbled into his home. He was damned sure he 
was giving the neighbors a show. Thank goodnesss he 


didn't have any neighbors. 


“You live in the penthouse?” Michael stood in the 
doorway, aghast. 


“Top floor, kid. What'd you expect, the basement?” 
Sensing no immediate help coming from Michael, 
Gareth limped toward his couch. His mood was turning 
foul, and the quicker he put some distance between 
himself and Michael, the less likely he would be to say 
something stupid. He figured he'd soon be feeling better 
or he'd be dead, either way he was home with the man 
he loved. 


“Youre still stoned, or maybe this is you with a 
hangover. Either way, it ain't pretty, my friend,” said 
Michael. 

Gareth nodded emphatically as he flung himself 


lengthwise across the black leather couch, and his head 
fell slowly to a strong nearby shoulder and he drifted off 


to a deep sleep. 
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Three hours later, Gareth awoke to a clear head, a 
hungry belly and a draft. Air was most definitely flowing 
around parts of his anatomy it had no business touching 
with such a free hand. Before he even dared to open his 
eyes, he let his fingers do some exploring. When his 
fingertips met thick terry cloth, he let out a huge sigh of 
relief; He'd been robed, not completely defrocked. 
“Defrocked?” he mumbled out ofa cotton-dry mouth. 
He smacked his lips together, trying in vain to find some 
kind of moisture. “Where the hell did “defrocked” come 
from?” 


“From your boyfriend.” 


Gareth peeked one eye open and looked at the 
figure perched on the sofa table by his side. Michael 


wore the same clothes he had the day before, his five 
o'clock shadow having grown into stubble. Gareth only 
hoped Michael didn't feel as bad as he looked. 
“Boyfriend?” With a grunt, he dragged himself up on his 
elbows and squinted at the young man. “I didn't know I 
had one.” 


Michael pursed his lips together as he thought his 
answer out in his mind. Instead of the long-winded reply 
Gareth was expecting, in the end, Michael simply 
stated, “You do.” 


Gareth thought about it, nodded, then asked, 
“Who's telling my wife?” 

A crooked grin captured Michael's lips. “The way I 
heard it, she was the one who told you.” 


Gareth collapsed back onto the couch. “Damn 
medicine.” 


Michael only smiled. 
Gareth turned his attention back to the draft making 
itself known once again. “Playing dress up?” 


“Hardly,” Michael groaned. “Getting the clothes off 
of you was bad enough. Got the doorman to put the 
robe on you.” 


“Ha. Ha.” Gareth deadpanned. 


“I had to change the dressing on your leg, so I took 
advantage.” Michael shrugged. “Shoot me.” 


Gareth looked down at himself suspiciously. Then 
he noticed the scent of sandalwood. There was only 
one explanation. “Sponge bath?” he asked in horror. 


“Oh yeah,” Michael grinned. 


Gareth's cock twitched at just the mere thought. 
“Could have at least waited until I was conscious 
enough to enjoy it,” Gareth groaned as he yanked 


himself up to a sitting position. 
“Don't worry. I took pictures,” Michael informed 
himas he flopped down on the couch beside him 


Up close, Michael didn't look any better. “You 
know, if you were so busy while I was out, why didn't 
you clean yourself up?” 


“Into what?” Michael played dense. 


Gareth pinched the bridge of his nose, praying for 
patience. “Clothes. I've got them you know.” 

Michael waved off his suggestion with a huff “I 
wasn't going to rifle through your closets. That robe 
youre wearing, I found it hanging in the bathroom. 
You're lucky you got that much put on you.” 


“Thank you, by the way,” Gareth conceded as he 
rolled his eyes. “How long was I out?” he asked. 


“Three hours,” Michael replied as he squinted to the 
clock across the room. 


“Did you at least take a nap?” 


“Nope,” a nervous and clearly overtired Michael 
answered as he jiggled his knee and cracked his 
knuckles. 


“Well, thank God for that.” At this point it was 
either sarcasm or fists. It was a hard choice. 
“Michael. ..”” 


Shooting off the couch with probably the last spurt 
of energy the kid still had stored up, Michael began a 
long, circuitous route around the penthouse loft, looking 
at everything with an odd reverence. “The life ofa 
superhero must be paying well these days,” Michael 
finally commented with a crooked smile. 


“Not really.” Gareth knew a delaying tactic when he 


saw one. For the time being, he decided to play along. 
“T built this place up myself from its floorboards to its 
studs.” Michael looked flabbergasted at this new bit of 
information. “Been kind of a project of mine since my 
company landed its first big job,” Gareth continued 
somewhat warily. 

“How long ago?” 

“Nine years.” Gareth didn't know why the kid was 


so interested, but he had to admit that it did his ego 
good. 


Michael didn't say a word; he just wandered 
around the place again, mouth open, eyes wide. Even 
the smallest of architectural touches didn't escape his 
trained eye. The design was as exceptional as the 
execution. “You got a fucking clue how good this is?” 
Michael commented as he ran his fingers across a 
copper chair rail. 


Gareth couldn't help it. He grinned. “I do now.” 
After Michael's long years of architectural studies, ifhe 
thought it was good, then it was good. 


TInordinately humbled, Michael slumped back 
against the wall of windows as he let out a bone-tired 
sigh. “I shouldn't be here.” He ran his fingers through his 
hair, looking like he'd bolt ifhe just had enough damn 
energy to move another step. 


Gareth eased himself off the couch. Stuffing his 
hand into the robe's side pockets, he padded slowly 
over to the man remarkably deemed as his boyfriend. 
He stopped an arms length from the down-tumed face. 
“Like you said, kid, Melisande knows.” 


“She's...” A small, tentative smile brushed 
Michael's lips as his brain balked at putting the woman 
into words. 


“Yeah, she's that,” Gareth snorted as he slowly 


lowered himself down to the floor. Leaning his back 
against the plate glass window, he stretched his sore leg 
carefully out in front of him. 


“You know, I miss the old goat,” Gareth admitted 
with a grimace. 

“I don't,” Michael replied without hesitation. 

Gareth lifted his infamous brow in obvious surprise. 

Michael's gaze lay straight ahead. “T've got to thank 
Melisande's brother.” 

“What the hell for?” Gareth leaned forward, trying 


to get a better idea of what was going on in the kid's 
brain. 


“That bastard kept me focused.” Propped up on his 
bent knees, Michael's hands curled into tight fists. 
“When I heard the crash, my first thought was that 
Bastien had shot you.” 


Gareth winced, easily understanding how Michael 
had jumped to that conclusion. He opened his mouth to 
gently commiserate with the kid when the truth smacked 
him right in the face. Gareth faced him angrily. “So, you 
thought there was a madman with a gun shooting me full 
of holes, but you still came barreling on in to the woods 
without a damn thought to yourself?” 


It was Michael's turn to wince. “Yeah, well... I've 
got my reasons.” 


For long minutes, silence stretched like a trip wire 
between the two men. 


Gareth was the first to dare to cross that line. He 
spoke with a rarely tapped tone of complete empathy. 
“These reasons of yours, are they why you called 
Rockwell?” 


Michael did a piss poor job at hiding his surprise. 


“Couldn't imagine who else that limo would be for,” 
Gareth explained. “Word gets around pretty quickly in 
a hospital the size ofa teacup. Mr. Vaughn was the talk 
of the nursing staff” 


Michael appeared to relax, a small smile tugging 
unwillingly at his lips. “Rockwell's always been a little 
over the top. I think he'd shoot himself before stepping 
ona bus.” 


Gareth hated to do it, but he had to get to the 
bottom of the pain that was obviously gnawing at 
Michael. He leaned a little sideways, just enough so that 
the men now sat with shoulders touching, “All this stuff 
going on in your head, it's about your father, isn't it?” 

Gareth gave the kid credit for not pulling away. 
“How did you. . .?” Michael asked as he glared at him 
with suspicious surprise. 


“Old man Broadway talks,” Gareth sighed. It was 


the truth, but Gareth still felt damned guilty for ratting 
out the guy. 


Michael, however, just snorted a little too easily. 
“Yeah, Mr. Broadway does do that.” Methodically, 
Michael's hands began to clench and unclench. “Guess 
you know that I cheated on a fourth grade spelling test, 
too,” he tried to joke. 


“Nah, we didn't get to the big stuff” 


Michael's breathing slowly sped up and slammed 
his eyes shut. “T'ma coward, Gareth. Been one ever 
since I was ten,” he confessed. 


Gareth nudged him with his shoulder and replied 
simply, “Doubt it.” 
“No, it's true; I swear on my father’s grave.” 


Michael laughed sickeningly and pushed himself off of 
the floor. After one sweep of the large room, he 


aborted the silent pacing. He stopped much where he'd 
started, standing but again at Gareth's side. He stared at 
the floor as the muscles in his jaw fought to keep his 
mouth shut. 


“You know, kid,” a fond smile brushed Gareth's 
lips, “you're a hell ofa lot more entertaining when you're 
running that mouth.” 


“Thought you'd like the silent type.” 


“Nah, I just like you.” Gareth said with a 
completely straight face. 


Tt was just enough to allow Michael to finally let go. 
As he began to speak in stilted sentences, pain bled 
through his uncharacteristically stoic features. “There 
was a robbery at this little market down the street from 
where we used to live. The guy was high on something; 
he walked in the door and killed the woman behind the 
counter without a word. My dad and I were the only 


two customers.” Michael stopped and took a shaky 
breath. “We were there to buy doughnuts, not even the 
fresh from the oven kind. My dad was always a sucker 
for those little powdery ones in a plastic bag, you know, 
the kind with a twist tie.” A ghost ofa smile flashed at 
the remembrance. It was gone within a heartbeat. The 
story continued on: “Somebody must have heard the 
shot or something and called the police. There were 
sirens everywhere. There was nowhere for the guy to 
go. He needed a hostage.” 


Gareth had a terrible feeling he knew where this 
was leading, but he wasn't about to let Michael go back 
down that road alone. “So, the guy picked you?” 


“Yeah. You're kind of portable when you're ten. 
But my dad was a bigger loudmouth than me. He 
convinced the asshole that a grown man would be 
easier to drag around than a squirming, little kid.” 


“And?” Gareth forced himself to ask. 


Michael's voice turned harried and sped up. ‘T 
wouldn't let my dad go. I clung to his leg like some kind 
of freaking leech.” Silent tears slid down from the green 
eyes. “The guy was trying to pull me off I bit him. The 
guy raised his gun. He was going to shoot me in the 
head. My father tackled him, and the gun went off The 
guy freaked and barricaded us in the store while my 
dad bled out and died instead of me.” 


“God, Michael. ..” 


“Then you... yesterday... you were bleeding... 
because of me.” Michael slumped down on to his 
knees. He buried his face in hands that couldn't stop 
trembling. 


Gareth immediately moved over to comfort him. 
Grabbing Michael's wrists, he pulled them away. Gareth 
cradled Michael's beautiful, tear-streaked face within 


his strong hands. “Like hell it was because of you. 
Yesterday was a stupid accident, and what happened 
with your father was...” 


“Yeah,” Michael blinked away his tears. “Wrong 
place, wrong time. I've heard it before.” 


The sarcasm ripped a hole in Gareth's heart. He 
could think of only one thing to do. “Come with me, 
Michael,” he whispered, 
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Michael felt oddly cold as he let Gareth lead him 
out of the room and down a small hallway. They 
stopped at the first door they came to. Gareth opened it 
without a word. 


The two men stood shoulder to shoulder in the 
bedroom doorway. The king-sized bed stretched out 
before them like an invitation, though there was nothing 


inviting about the deep plum down comforter, nothing 
enticing about the dark leather accent pillows or their 
créme satin counterparts. Mahogany and iron 
nightstands held softly lit lamps masquerading as pillar 
candles. A lush burgundy rug promised bare feet a deep 
piled oasis ftom the dark and cold wooden floor. For 
all its warm accents, soft corners and gently understated 
appointments, the bedrooms whispered welcome was 
distant. 

“Are we...?” Michael's nearly forgotten dick 
suddenly jumped up his throat. 

“We are,” Gareth nodded, obviously firm in his 
decision. 


“We've never made...” Michael swallowed dryly 
then continued, ‘We've never done ‘it’ in an actual bed 


before.” 


Gareth folded his arms across his chest and nodded 


again. “About time, don't you think?” 


Michael dropped his gaze to his unmoving feet. He 
felt like a pimple-faced virgin, too nervous to talk, too 
wired to keep quiet. “Do you and Melisande ever...” 
He didn't know what to call “it,” so he called it nothing. 


Gareth had no such qualms. “We've fucked. Not 
regularly, but it has happened.” 

“Here?” Michael whispered, hating himself for 
asking the question. 

“No. Not here. This is my room.” He found himself 
swallowing back juvenile embarrassment. “T've never 
invited anyone here.” 

“So, you inviting me?” Michael asked, suddenly 
feeling playful. 

Gareth dropped his chin to his chest, shuffled his 
feet twice and shrugged. “I am.” 


A deep breath rattled through Michael's lungs. 
“Okay.” 


“That's it? Figured you'd at least wax — I don't 
know, not poetically but at least wordy.” 


Michael smirked as he leaned invitingly against the 
doorway. “You want me to carry you over the 
threshold?” 


“Dick.” 
“Michael,” Mr. Brighton so helpfully reminded. 
Gareth rolled his eyes. 


Michael beamed and pushed himself off the 
doorpost. “Last one naked cleans us up!” Yanking his 
shirt off over his head, Michael tore off toward the 
bedstead that was looking more welcoming with every 
second that passed. 


Gareth smiled and slowly began to untie the robe's 


belt. 


With his pants by the window and shoes and socks 
by the closet door, Michael pulled up to a sudden stop 
with only one leg of his briefs left to go. He eyed Gareth 
suspiciously. Mr. Reed still stood in the doorway, only 
his feet meeting the bare requirement. “If one of your 
superpowers is instantaneous nakedness, all bets are 
off” 


The soft hunger on Gareth's face completely 
disarmed Michael's twinkle of mischief. “T'm just 
thinking about everything your father gave me that day 
in the store.” 

Nobody loved him like this. 

Nobody should. 


Michael's knees slowly gave out, and he slipped 
down heavily onto the bed. A wash of tears suddenly 


flooded the ice-green eyes. 

Gareth approached him, finally shedding the 
terrycloth robe. “Lay back,” he whispered in a low, 
hungry voice. 
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For each body part, there was a kiss. 


Soft, sweet butterfly kisses for his arms, for his 
inner thighs, for the soles ofhis feet... 

Long, lingering, full-mouth kisses for his fingers, for 
his nipples, for the curve of his collar bone, for the turn 
of his hip... 

Deep explorations of tongue and teeth on mouth, on 
cock.... 

Suckles on toes, a navel and the bob of Adam's 
apple... 


Lazy licks across ticklish ribs and the rim of a 
star... 


And for every kiss, there was spoken gratitude 
from a lover to a long-lost father. 


“Thank you for your child...” 

“Thank you for his breath. ..” 

“For his heart...” 

“For his living soul. ..” 

“Thank you for his presence in my life...” 
“And his presence in my heart.” 


The last thing Gareth tasted were the salt-kissed 
tears on Michael's lips. 
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Much later, as both their bodies lay ripe in stoked 


anticipation, Gareth whispered in broken breaths into 
Michael's ear, “you want to hear... something corny?” 


“And what if I said no?” Michael huffed out in 
unexpected laughter. 

‘Wouldn't matter.” Gareth nuzzled his nose into 
Michael's hair. 

Michael found another moan to give. “Do we get to 
fuck after the corn?” 


“Yep.” 
“Lay it on me, pal.” 


Gareth raised up on one elbow and looked down 
into Michael's eyes, now blackened with lust. “You're 
worth being alone in the dark,” he whispered, Gareth's 
thumb laid gently across Michael's lips, silencing him for 
a moment more. “And your father knew that, too. 
Always remember that.” 


Michael opened his mouth and sucked in Gareth's 
thumb. His voice broke as he spoke around the thick 
digit, “thank you.” 


Gareth graced him with a smile. He was feeling 
incredibly generous right now, and he knew exactly 
what to do next. With only the slightest trepidation, he 
spread his thighs for Michael, inviting him in. 


Michael chuckled and let the wet, swollen thumb 
loose from his lips. “Seriously?” Michael asked, 
knowing that playing catcher wasn't Gareth's favorite 
position on the diamond. 


“Yeah,” Gareth breathed, need making the black in 
his eyes shimmer. 


“Yeah,” Michael agreed with a smile. 


Easing his ripe and needy body over Gareth's, 
Michael laid the whole of his weight down the length of 


Gareth's form. Propping himself'up by his elbows on 
either side of his lover's head, Michael leaned down and 
brushed a chaste kiss over the still-hungry lips. Michael 
pulled away before Gareth once again could take 
control. Michael's grin was crooked but soft. “Not so 
fast. I'm going to enjoy every single hour of this.” 


Gareth gulped. “Hour?” 
Michael nodded. “It's a promise.” 


Releasing all of the stress out of his body, Gareth 
lay back limply beneath Michael's powerful body. 
“Show me.” 


Slowly, Michael began to writhe. Everywhere his 
skin touched Gareth's, he lazily rocked. Hipbones 
scraped softly together. Nipples touched. Pecs and abs 
rode each other on drunken waves of arousal. 


It was slow. 


It was maddening. 
Gareth bit his tongue not to beg. 


Michael licked the beads of sweat off of Gareth's 
brow, relishing each drop of it on his tongue as if it were 
ambrosia. 


After seeming hours of this slow, delicious torture, 
Michael spread Gareth's legs wide with his thighs. He 
cupped the older man's face within his palms and 
growled lowly, “I want you to watch me take you.” 


Gareth's only reply was to bend his knees and raise 
his legs up Michael's sides. 


Michael pushed the offered thighs down to Gareth's 
chest and in one smooth motion thrust his cock into 
Gareth's ass. 


Squeezing his eyes shut in pain, Gareth's groan 
could be felt down the length of his body. 


Michael kissed the clenched eyelids until they finally 
fluttered open. He smiled down at Gareth Reed and 
slowly began to fuck him. 

Time moved first in agony. Soon it fled by in 
growing ecstasy. 

As Gareth came on Michael's stomach, and 


Michael came inside of Gareth, the lovers clung tightly 
to one another, safe in each other's arms. 
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As the sun rose and blanketed the bed with its 


gentle light, neither man realized what this new day 
would take away. 


Chapter Eight: White Walls 


Gareth Reed awoke to an empty bed and the smell 
of coffee brewing in his kitchen. 


Padding out of the bedroom with only a sheet tied 
around his waist, Gareth stepped into the kitchen and 
took a deep breath of what could only have been 
freshly ground coffee beans. 


Gareth never went through the hassle of grinding his 
own beans. When a man sucked a cup of coffee in as 
fast as he did, there wasn't much use in taking the time 
or the money to make the experience more authentic. 
“You're spoiling me, kid,” he warned. 


But there was no one there. Gareth paused a 
moment before hearing water running in the bathroom. 
“Should have woken me up. I'd have taken a sponge to 
you.” Gareth smiled as his cock rustled hungrily under 


the thin sheet. “We'd have just been returning the favor, 
right, junior?” 

“And who is this junior?” Melisande Reed asked as 
she stepped out of the bathroom. “When I asked if you 
liked boys, it was only a figure of speech, my husband.” 
She was smiling, laughing even at her little joke. She 
wore a pinstriped pencil skirt, an unbuttoned lavender 
silk blouse and a white lace bra. She was clearly in the 
midst of dressing or undressing. 


“What are you doing here?” 


“Tt is Tuesday.” Her hand moved slowly to her shirt. 
She began to button it back up. “T said I would be back 
today.” 


Ignoring the confusion on his wife's face, he stared 
down at his naked wrist. “What time is it?” 


“Eleven in the morning.” She looked at him 


strangely, worry showing clearly in her dark eyes. She 
took a step closer. “Are you all right? How is your 
leg?” 


Gareth took a step back, his eyes darting around 
the loft. “Where's Michael?” 


“He was here?” her voice came softly as she folded 
her arms across her now- buttoned blouse. 


“He is here,” Gareth enunciated gruffly. “Or he sure 
as hell should be.” 


“He isn't,” she answered, pity in her voice. 
“Then where is he?” he snapped. 


She stood her ground with grace and calm. “I saw 
only you in the bed when I got home.” 


“How long ago?” 


“Twenty minutes, no more.” She tried again to take 


a step toward him 


He sidestepped her to the coffee machine and new 
grinder. “Did you do the coffee?” he all but accused. 


“Yes.” For the first time that morning, a hint of 
defense ran through her voice. “T got the beans in 
Boston. I thought you'd enjoy the change.” 


With a growing unease, Gareth turned and strode 
back into his bedroom. He looked for a note. On the 
pillow, on the nightstand, under the pillow, in the pocket 
of the robe still crumpled on the floor... he looked 
everywhere. There was nothing. 


“Michael wouldn't just leave,” Gareth muttered 
angrily to himself'as he stormed back into the kitchen. 
More searching produced the same piss poor results. 


Melisande stood aside but kept a close eye on her 
husband as he searched each room of their home. 


Whichever room he searched, she silently followed. The 
expression on her face was blank. 


Gareth banged his leg on the table in the living 
room. “Shit” he hissed as he collapsed on the long, 
leather couch. 


“Are you all right?” Melisande was there instantly. 


“No,” Gareth growled as he held his hand against 
his once-again bleeding calf: 


“Let me see.” She reached down. 
“No.” 
“Husband...” She did not pull away. 


“Shut up!” he yelled, his patience running out. He 
couldn't stand that word anymore. 


Madly running his fingers through his hair, he let off 
enough steam until he was able to apologize and 


actually mean it. “Look, I'm sorry, Mel.” It was a 
nickname he rarely used. 


She simply nodded, and he was forgiven. 

“I need a phone.” He looked at the coffee table, 
only to find it empty. 

Melisande handed him her cell. 


He dialed Michael's number by memory. Though 
they had never even exchanged addresses before 
yesterday, they had given each other their phone 
numbers in case of emergencies. Gareth had never 
dialed Michael's number before. It felt strange, even 
wrong, as he did it now. 


There was no answer. Worse, there was no voice 
mail, no way for him to leave Michael a message. 


Gareth felt sick. 
‘He does not answer?” Melisande asked. She sat 


beside him on the couch now. 


He had forgotten she was there. “No.” His answer 
was clipped, his mind focused elsewhere. 

“Maybe your Michael is in a dead zone, yes?” she 
suggested, trying to be helpful. 

Dead zone? Gareth's gut twisted painfully at her 
choice of words. 

“Are you all right?” she asked again. She must have 


seen the pain cross his face. She reached her hand out 
to his arm. 


He pulled away. “No, I'mnot all right.” 


Her voice was colder now, but still polite, as she 
said, “tell me what is going on. Maybe I can help.” 


Gareth didn't know how she could, but he told her, 
just the same. “Michael brought me here yesterday, 
straight ftom the hospital. He was here all day and all 


night. We fell asleep a little after dawn.” He didn't try to 
mask what he and Michael had obviously been doing. 
Melisande knew. Her knowing had been the very 
reason why they'd had the nerve to finally do it, to 
finally spend the night together as true lovers. Gareth 
laughed. How fucked up was that? 


Melisande sat silently by his side for a moment, her 
eyes unreadable. Finally, she said, “Perhaps he went 
home to sleep? He did not look rested the other night at 
the hospital.” 


“He would have told me!” Gareth ground out 
between gritted teeth. He shoved himself off the couch, 
limped back to his bedroom and rifled through the 
closet, tossing out the first pants and shirt he found. 


“Where are you going?” she asked, almost 
sounding panicked. Almost. 


“To find him.” He slipped on a pair of khakis and a 


black t-shirt. 


“His house, then?” she surmised, curiosity adding a 
pique to her voice. 


Gareth stopped in his tracks. “I don't know where 
he lives,” he whispered, guilt mounting. 


“Pardon?” she asked in her French lilt. 


“We never... before yesterday, we never even 
thought. ..”” He felt like he was suddenly drowning, 


The touch of her hand to his jaw brought him back. 
“Tt will be easy to find his address,” she assured him. 


He tried to take a deep, calming breath, but all he 
could smell was her perfume. “That's not the point, 
Mel.” 


“Then what is?” 
“Ifhe's gone, I don't think there is much ofa point 


anymore.” He knew it sounded melodramatic, but he 
didn't care. He simply walked out the door. 


As he stood waiting for the elevator to take him 
back down into the world, Gareth Reed sure as hell 
didn't feel like a hero anymore. 
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All of Michael's walls were white. Gareth didn't 
know whether or not to feel surprised by this. He did 
feel guilty that, despite having known the kid for five 
months and slept with him for six, this was the very first 
time he had been to Michael's home. He wondered 
briefly if Michael had ever felt like a whore? Gareth 
understood now he had sure as hell treated him like 
one. Fuck him? Sure! Gareth could fill all of Michael's 
holes, but he couldn't be bothered showing up 
unannounced with take-out, or dragging a Christmas 
tree through his door to make sure the kid was feeling 


jolly. No, Gareth Reed had done none of that. For 

God's sakes, he'd had to use the GPS on his wife's 

freaking phone to find this place. “What a bastard,” 
Gareth cursed himself aloud to the empty room. 


Not empty, Gareth immediately corrected. The one 
bedroom apartment was filled with all things Michael... 


There was the dusty brown couch that was old and 
weather-worn but so inviting Gareth immediately fell 
into its charm. There were the sheer white curtains tied 
back with strips of chocolate leather. There were the 
ice skates that hung in the place ofa coat by the front 
door, and the unmade bed with a single white sheet to 
cover his ever-warm body. A wall of books cozied up 
to a wall of black and white photographs. The 
refrigerator was stocked with water and sports drinks. 
“Not orange,” Gareth whispered. Finally, in the lone 
bedrooms windowsill, five woodland creatures born 
from the hands of so-called “‘diots” made their home. 


Gareth was oddly afraid to touch them. 


Though the whole of the place could barely claim 
seven hundred square feet, it easily claimed a hole in 
Gareth's heart. If only its owner were there. 


Gareth gave in to the charms of Michael's couch 
and flung himself angrily into its cushions. 

“Damn.” They smelled of Michael. Gareth closed 
his eyes and breathed the man in. 


Three hours later, Gareth left with nothing but guilt. 


Next, he tried Michael's office on campus. The 
small room in the corner of the basement was shared by 
Michael and one other student. The line of demarcation 
was Clear. Tencia Mayhew's frightening mix of modern 
and rococo contrasted starkly against Michael's Paper 
Dinosaurs.” 


Gareth thumbed through Michael's world of dusty 


blueprints, yellowed photos and messy stacks of 
preservation forms. Gareth didn't know what the hell he 
was looking for, but he figured he'd know it when he 
saw it. All he needed was a clue. 


Turned out, Gareth didn't know jack shit. He left 
more dejected and frustrated than he had come. 


He didn't know where else to look. 
So he looked everywhere. 


He checked the countless libraries of the city. He 
checked that Michael had indeed missed all his classes 
scheduled that day. He checked the little mom and pop 
shop where Michael bought his hoagies, only to learn 
that the kid had worked part time there for years. In the 
end, Gareth found nothing but the integral, long-ignored 
pieces of his lover's life. 


As twilight drifted over the city, Gareth stood in the 


empty Taft and Tate and prayed. 


That night, Gareth had called Rockwell Vaughn. 
The man was probably the first person he should have 
called, but he hadn't wanted to worry the older man 
without some measurable proof that Michael was, in 
fact, missing. Gareth somehow doubted that his own 
piteous, “we fucked last night and I woke up to an 
empty bed” statement would pull much weight with the 
old bastard. 


Gareth had been right... 


“I can't think of where else to look, Mr. Vaughn. 
I was hoping you might have a suggestion. ” Gareth 
had given Rockwell a rundown of the situation, 
trying to maintain a sense of distance in his voice 
rather than betraying the growing desperation he 
was really feeling. 


On the other end of the line, Rockwell cleared 


his throat, preparing for a lecture. “Mr. Reed, your 
worry, I'm afraid, is quite unfounded. While you 
may know Michael in the most carnal of senses, I 
fear you are hardly an expert on the most important 
subjects of his life. May I ask if you checked with 
Michael's dean?” 


“No, but I talked to each of his professors...” 


“They are merely chattel in the academic chain, 
Mr. Reed. Perhaps, if you had more experience in 
the world of higher education, you would have been 
aware of that.” 


“Just cut the crap. What are you saying?” 
Gareth had tried to be civil; he couldn't help it that 
old man was an ass. 


Rockwell seemed unfazed by Gareth's outburst. 
“Tf you speak to his dean, I am quite sure he will 
inform you that Michael asked for, and has been 


granted, an indefinite leave of absence from his 


J 


studies. ’ 


“What?” Gareth did a damn poor job at hiding 
his surprise. 


“Tt would not be the first time. Michael 
disappeared to Vienna several years ago. He was 
following a lead on his grandfather's work. One 
day, he just left, without a word to anyone but the 
school. For eight months, I didn't hear from him. 
Then one day, he was simply back. Michael's nature 
is very much like his father's in that respect. It is a 
weakness of the Brighton men. Either accept it, Mr. 
Reed, or move on. ” 


Gareth hung up after the conversation with a 
growing pit in his stomach. 

The next day, he called Michael's dean. Michael 
had, in fact, asked for a leave of absence, only he had 


asked for it on Sunday night. While Gareth had tossed 
and turned in the “doc in a box” hospital, Michael had 
apparently been making plans. No wonder the kid had 
seemed so distracted the next morning in the hospital 
room. Michael was hiding a hell ofa lot... 


Tf all this shit was true. 
Gareth had his doubts, so he kept looking. 


He talked to everyone, again and again. He looked 
everywhere, twice more. 


He found nothing. 
Gareth found nothing for seven months. 


Chapter Nine: The Stone Table 


The table was stone. The stone was black. Sea 
creatures that had last drawn breath when the Sahara 
was a sea danced in frozen frames across the table 
top's surface. The fossils trapped within the polished 
slab of rock had cost Rockwell Vaughn dearly. 
Weighing nearly eight hundred pounds, the table had 
had to be shipped from the tiny desert town of Erfoud, 
far across the Atlas Mountains. It had taken eight men 
to position the piece precisely in the center of the villa's 
banquet room. 


Floor cushions of aubergine, turquoise and gold 
were piled invitingly around the low table. A service for 
twelve had been set in silver and richly colored mosaic 
plates. The napkins were linen, the glasses hand-blown 
crystal. Above each end of the table a large Moroccan 


lantern hung from the ceiling. Gently scented candles lit 
the lamps’ stained glass, sending flickering sheets of 
color across the otherwise barren walls. Two musicians 
sat and played in the rooms far corner, a drum and a 
traditional stringed instrument imbibing the air with 
sound and measured movement. Eleven guests robed in 
the Paris runway's interpretation of traditional Berber 
garb mingled over gold trimmed glasses of hot mint tea 
as they anxiously awaited their host. 


Rockwell Vaughn knew how to make an entrance, 
and as had become customary on these nights of 
gluttonous entertainment, his entrances were rarely one- 
man affairs. With nary a beat of forewarning, the thick 
wooden doors of the dining room began to slowly 
creep open. So gradual was their movement that it took 
the guests a full minute to realize that the night's 
festivities were about to begin. 


Monents before, outside the carved wooden doors 


of Rockwell Vaughn's dining room, a bearded man had 
stood in front of a bleary-eyed Michael Brighton. “Do 
you resist, young man?” 


Michael shook his head. 


“I need you to speak,” the stranger asked. “I must 
hear your permission.” 


Swaying slightly, Michael still managed to lock eyes 
with Rockwell. 


Vaughn nodded. 
Michael spoke, “J don't resist.” 


“You have a lovely voice, my boy.” The stranger 
trailed his fingertips along the line from Michael ‘s jaw 
to his collarbone. His voice was gentle. “No wonder 
Mr. Vaughn doesn't approve of you sharing it.” 


“There are other reasons,” Rockwell said 


impatiently, rocking on his heels. 

“There always are.” The man with the neatly 
trimmed beard turned again to their host. “Will you drug 
him?” 

“No.” Rockwell's answer was firm. 

“May I gentle him?” the stranger pleaded. 


Rockwell was both suspicious and interested. 
“How?” 

“May I?” the stranger repeated, making it clear 
there would be no further demonstration until 
permission was given. 

For one of the few times in his adult life, Rockwell 
relented. “Yes, gentle him.” 


Lowering his head once in obedience, the stranger 
took a firm grip of the younger man just below his 
hairline. He began to rhythmically run his hands ftom 


Michael's chest to the back of his neck. “Pressure 
points are wonderful things. Acupuncturists use them to 
heal. Fighters use them to disable. And I use them to 
gentle.” With a flick of the stranger's wrist, Michael let 
out a deep sigh. “Catch him,” the bearded man quickly 
instructed. “He will fall.” 


Two men in nondescript attire moved from their 
assigned places in the room. The servants reached 
Michael just as his legs buckled. 


“Hold him up on his knees,” the bearded man 
commanded, and the servants hastened to obey. 


The stranger turned to face a thoroughly fascinated 
Rockwell. “This detachment from the world will only 
last a mmute or so. We desire longer, so we must enter 
the mind while it is vulnerable.” The man stopped and 
awaited permission to continue. 


Rockwell nodded. 


The stranger stepped forward and placed his hands 
on either side of Michael's head. He kneaded his 
thumbs firmly into the soft temples. “Hold him,” he 
warned the servants again, just as he dug the tips of his 
thumbs deeper into Michael's scalp. Then in one fluid 
movement, he ran his large digits down along the bone 
under Michael's eyes and swept his thumbs up to meet 
on the top bridge of his nose. Increasing the grip of all 
ten fingertips on Michael's scalp only infinitesimally, the 
bearded man spoke sternly: “Sleep.” 

Michael's eyes closed immediately. 

“You're kidding,” Rockwell expressed his doubt 
with a sharp, hideous laugh. 

“I warn you, Mr. Vaughn.” The stranger's eyes 
turned cold. “This is not magic. It is science, biology 


and psychology. If you are an expert in either like I, feel 
free to take over for me. Show me how tt is done and I 


will leave with no payment asked... and no services 
rendered.” 


The muscles in Rockwell's jaw twitched madly, but, 
finally, he gave his permission. “Go ahead.” 


“Thank you.” The stranger tured back to Michael, 
whose head the bearded man still held cradled in his 
hands. “We will. Won't we, young man?” 


Eyes still closed, Michael made no reply. 


“This is not hypnotism. This is merely a wakeful 
sleep. Observe.” Slowly, the man released his grip on 
Michael's face, allowing him to be held only by the two 
servants beside him. They had been waiting, observing 
Michael in anticipation for just under a minute, when his 
eyes slowly opened to half mast. Pupils only slightly 
dilated, he stared straight ahead, not reacting to any 
stimuli. 


The stranger took a step back from Michael, 
apparently satisfied. “Fools call this the zombie stare. 
His mind will not react to our words, Mr. Vaughn, but 
his body will partake of your games.” The man looked 
again to the servants. “You will need to carry him.” 


“Will he remember?” Rockwell asked, his concern 
well-concealed behind stone eyes. 


“Only as a dream,” the stranger answered. 

“May I offer you second taste?” Rockwell offered 
his hand. 

“Thank you, no.” The stranger shook the hand 


genially, as he explained, “I will simply watch and 
protect the defenseless. It is my duty to do so.” 


“Whatever you wish, Mr..... or is it Dr.?” The 
stranger had not given his name, choosing instead to 
remain anonymous. 


“Tt is neither mister nor doctor, but both.” A crook 
ofa smile grew across the plane of the man's bristled 
mouth. He ran a hand gently through Michael's hair. 
“Milk him dry or this will be a waste.” 


Rockwell did not respond. He turned instead to his 
servants and instructed grandly, “Open the doors and 
let the feast begin.” 
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Michael's body was shrouded by a black silk robe 
tied loosely at the waist. As he was dragged into the 
banquet hall across the shoulders of two servants, the 
top of his bare toes scraped along the tiled floor and the 
belt of Michael's robe loosened and fell to either side. 
Michael was exposed. His cock, though also 
“sleeping,” glistened in the colored candlelight. The oil 
his body had been bathed in cast a honey-like sheen to 
every pore of his skin. 


As the two servants stopped at the stone table's 
long end, the guests stood in speechless appreciation of 
their meal. 


“Bare him.” Rockwell demanded. 


Lifting Michael's arms off over their shoulders, they 
carefully laid his upper body facedown on the table, his 
hips bent over the stone's edge. The two sets of paid 
hands quickly slid the silk offofhis body, offering the 
gawking guests a view of Michael's firm and now naked 
ass. 


“Spread his legs.” Again the command came ftom 
the host, who now stood at his place at the head of the 
table. 


The men obeyed. 
The star hole now lay innocently open for all to see. 
Through eyes half lidded, Michael continued to 


“sleep,” blessedly oblivious to the prying eyes 
surrounding him. 


A covered silver dish sat on Rockwell's plate. 
Slowly, he lifted off the sparkling dome. On the platter 
rested an intricately veined, perfectly flesh-colored 
penis. Beside the plate lay a slender silver box with 
several switches rising from its frame. Rockwell took 
the control in his hand and casually flicked the first dial. 
On the platter, the dildo whired to life. A steady 
vibration flowed through the whole of the penis, while 
the head of the dildo convulsed in hard, sharp, 
mechanical jerks. The low hum of the device filled the 
room. The guests’ breaths shortened, while Michael's 
remained steady and long. 


With another flick of his finger, the dildo stilled. 
Rockwell picked it up and walked over to the bared 
and bent body. With a gaze of appreciation, he ran his 
free hand down Michael's spine, his fingers splayed 


lovingly against the tanned skin. The palm of his hand 
slipped down the crack of Michael's ass. With 
reverence and authority, Rockwell pushed two fingers 
inside the waiting star. 


Michael's body jerked once, sleepily. Only a few 
guests were perceptive enough to notice this movement. 


Through the scissoring of Rockwell's fingers, 
Michael lay still. 


“Is he awake?” a guest dared to ask in a low voice. 


“Yes, he is only ‘gentled,’ as they say. Isn't that 
right, trainer?” Rockwell turned his eyes to the bearded 
man who stood stoically by the table's far side. 


“Yes. He feels it all, as will become apparent.” 


Rockwell grinned like the devil. “No time like the 
present.” With the ease and practice of the wicked, he 
yanked his fingers out and thrust the dildo in. 


Immediately, he hit the switch on the slender silver box. 


It started as a flutter, a mere ticking of the butt 
cheeks. Then the tendons and ligaments of his back 
began to tense and shake. The young man's hips began 
to rock. As the toes that lay on the tiled floor began to 
curl, Michael Brighton moaned. 


“Flip him,” Rockwell demanded to his servants. 
Everyone in the room was sweating now, even an 
unaware Michael. 


The servants raised him up, turned him around and 
laid him, face-up, slightly farther onto the table. 


“Raise up his head.” One man did. 


Rockwell retrieved the tiny bottle that sat by the 
now-empty platter. Pulling the cork out of its neck, he 
informed the greedy onlookers: “Liquor of the saffron 
flower. It is my favorite and most potent aphrodisiac.” 


The man that held Michael's head gently opened his lax 
lips. Rockwell poured the entire contents of the bottle 
into Michael's mouth. 

Michael swallowed. All hands deserted him to the 
powers of dildo and spice. 


“When he weeps, hang him.” 

A pale-faced guest gasped. 

Rockwell laughed at the foolishness. “T love this 
man. I would die before I hurt him. In return for my 


love, he gives his seed. And, in my generosity, I give his 
seed to you.” 


As if responding to the regality of his voice, 
Michael's cock, half risen from the onslaught of the 
machine forced inside of him, rose hungrily to full staff: 
Pre-cum leaked out of its tip as the saffton-laced liquor 
quickly spread through his system. His head tossed 


around on the stone as the spice played its magic. Only 
moments later, Michael's head tipped back as a 
strangled cry of pleasure broke forth from his suddenly 
trembling lips. 

“Tt is time,” Rockwell proclaimed in a grandiosity 
that, in any other context, could have been laughable. 
His guests, however, were too busy wiping the drool 
from therr lips to worry about their host's absurd 
statement. 


The two servants stepped up onto the table, one on 
either side of the gently whimpering Michael. They 
raised the man up until all three were standing upright. 
One man stepped behind Michael, and, with arms 
locked across his chest, held up the incoherent man. 
The other servant reached to the ceiling where two steel 
chains hung down, a padded leather cuff dangling from 
each end. Michael's wrists were secured quickly. The 
men then lowered Michael down on to his knees. 


Spreading his legs wide enough to hold his unbalanced 
body, they carefully released their grasps. 


In the end, the result was magnificent and 
disturbing. Kneeling in the center of Rockwell's stone 
table was a naked and painfully aroused young man, 
who trembled and shook as he rode the dildo inside of 
him. His half lidded eyes were now fully dilated in lust, 
the ice green having been swallowed whole by the 
blackness of feral need. A layer of sweat covered his 
oiled skin, adding a mouthwatering glow to Michael's 
used body. 


Suddenly, Michael's breathing began to rise. His 
back arched. The whole of his luscious body began to 
seize. Michael's eyes rolled back in his head as he 
screamed in ecstasy. 


Michael's hot cream shot from his cock in heavy 
and rich spurts. But its clear path was impeded. 


Rockwell's mouth clamped down over the penile geyser 
and sucked him dry. 


Minutes later, it was over. Rockwell stood back 
from the table and licked his lips clean. His smile was 
swollen with hubris as he graciously asked his guests, 
“Who shall have the next sip?” 
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When the video came to an end, Gareth Reed 
prepared to slam the damn thing off The email had 
arrived from an “unknown sender” thirty minutes ago. 
The subject line had simply read “Paper Dinosaurs.” 
Gareth had opened it immediately. 


The screen of static suddenly cleared to reveal the 
face of the bearded man. He stood on a busy street, the 
camera obviously held by his own hand. His voice was 
steady; his eyes held sorrow. 


“Unbeknownst to Mr. Vaughn, I have had the 
pleasure of Michael's friendship for years. It was to my 
surprise to find young Mr. Brighton the subject of 
Vaughn's games. 

“Know that Michael was willing. Know also that 
Michael was desperate. It was with this knowledge that 
Į acted. With a sleight of hand, I sedated our friend to 
ease him through the travails of the night. 


“I watched over the lad. He was not penetrated 
beyond the toys. 


“Michael was taken to Marrakech. Mr. Reed... I 
suggest you take him back.” 


Chapter Ten: Marrakech 


It was modern day Marrakech, Morocco, a city 
where old men's cries warning of their donkeys moving 
through the souks were banished by the roar of 
motorized bikes. The next generation tore through the 
narrow alleys on these un-muffled motorcycles, blowing 
thoughtlessly by the old hunched women carrying their 
hand-picked spices to the medina for sale. 


As Gareth Reed stepped out of the compact beige 
car, one of hundreds that served as Marrakech's taxis, 
he was assaulted by a cacophony of noises. “The 
Square is through here?” Gareth yelled over the engines 
as he pointed to a narrow arch carved out of the 
medina's thick adobe walls. 


While the driver struggled with English, he was 
well-accustomed to tourists asking to be taken to the 


Djerma el Fna Square. “Yes, yes. Straight through 
here. Two blocks.” 


“Thank you,” Gareth mouthed as he passed the 
man another dirham. As the car sped off, Gareth 
shouldered his lone piece of luggage and dove into the 
chaos that was the world-famous medina. 


It took an hour for Gareth to find the exact spot for 
which he had been searching. The café was a two story 
affair that sat on the edge of the Square. Peppered with 
little round tables that wobbled on unsteady metal legs, 
the rooftop portion of the café was swimming with 
dreamy-eyed, camera-toting tourists. Gareth's 
binoculars wouldn't raise an eyebrow in this place. In 
spite of the sea of vacationers, it was the rooftop 
terrace's prime location that served Gareth's needs the 
best. Situated in the center of the long edge of the 
Square, the roof top would afford an obstructed view 
of the white-tented stands and donkey-drawn carts that 


magically appeared around sunset. The spectacle of this 
large, empty square turning into a carnival of centuries’ 
past sights, smells and sounds was a nightly miracle, one 
for which vacationers traveled far and wide to 
experience. 


Biding his time until a rail side table was free, 
Gareth sipped on a warm bottle of water and, for the 
hundredth time in as many minutes, went over his plan. 
As soon as he had learned of where Rockwell Vaughn 
had taken Michael, Gareth had thrown himself into a 
crash course of all things Marrakech. While there was a 
lifetime of facts to learn about the desert city, there was 
one thing all sources agreed upon: “if you are looking 
for a person in Marrakech, look to her Square as the 
sun goes down.” Gareth turned to the sky and was 
satisfied to see the pinks and oranges ofa sunset 
beginning to bleed across the horizon. A table with one 
rickety old chair suddenly cleared up, and Gareth 


claimed it with a smile. “About time,” he whispered as a 
saffron-laced breeze blew through his dark hair. 


Hours passed. The sun had deserted the sky in a 
kaleidoscope of color, and now only black covered the 
star-speckled heavens. There were hundreds, if not 
thousands, of people milling about in the now-crowded 
Djerma el Fna. Looking down through his binoculars, 
Gareth had spotted snake charmers, teeth pullers, and 
monkey handlers all making their nightly way into the 
Square. Acrobats flew through the air from the 
shoulders of robed performers. Fresh meat sizzled on 
the countless grills of the stands, while carefully stacked 
mounds of escargot awaited the hungry mouth of any 
paying customer. Everyone in the world seemed to be 
there; everyone, that was, except for Rockwell and 
Michael. Gareth dropped the binoculars to his chest 
and rubbed his tired eyes wearily. It was shaping up to 


be a long night. 


As midnight tiptoed into the Djemaa el Fna and 
Gareth Reed was recovering from his latest bone- 
jarring yawn, Rockwell Vaughn and Michael Brighton 
walked into Gareth's sight. 


Rockwell was dressed in his customary suit and tie, 
surrendering nothing to the culture he apparently called 
his second home. He looked both smug and stern as he 
walked from stand to stand with his hands crossed 
superiorly behind his back. Michael always walked a 
step behind him, venturing to the man's side only when 
he was spoken to. 


Michael looked healthy with good color in his face, 
good muscle tone beneath his linen pants and tight blue 
t-shirt. Yes, Michael looked all right but all wrong at the 
same time. Gareth couldn't quite pmpomt the source of 
his anxiety until he noticed one very troubling thing. . . 
Michael wasn't talking. Sure, he'd answer whatever 


Rockwell seemed to ask, but not once in the hour that 
Gareth watched them did Michael open his mouth to 
start a conversation. Something was horribly wrong. 
Gareth's blood ran cold at the implications. He had to 
get Michael away from Vaughn. .. no matter what it 
took, or who he'd have to kill to do it. 


In this crowd of humanity, it wasn't difficult to trail 
the two men closely. Gareth followed Vaughn and 
Michael back to their villa, stopping at a random house 
a few doors down. 


GGGareth observed the neighborhood, which was 
exceptionally quiet. Most of the houses in the area were 
owned by Europeans who only used their homes a few 
weeks out of the year. Such decadence played well into 
Gareth's hand Gareth made sure his target house, so 
close to Rockwell's, was empty of inhabitants before 
successfully breaking in. Not only had he been able to 
break into an empty house with the perfect view of 


Rockwell Vaughn's villa, he had done it without coming 
face to face with a soul. 
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As mid-afternoon crested the next day, Gareth 
found himself ensconced at an upstairs window of the 
stolen house, gazing a pair of binoculars. For his 
purposes, the view was perfect. Rockwell's villa lay 
across a stretch of sand, and Gareth's chosen window 
faced the back of Rockwell's estate. The long turquoise 
pool cut a mesmerizing swath of blue across the well- 
manicured desert landscape. It was easy to lose oneself 
in those promising waters. 


It was easier still when a nude Michael Brighton 
dove into the manmade sea. 


Time seemed to shimmer for a heartbeat, as past 
and present, dream and reality collided. The moment 


was so surreal, Gareth surrendered himself to its 
beautiful absurdity. 


Hazy memories of a cold New York morning crept 
lecherously into Gareth's mind... The bitter chill that 
curled up and under his thrice-wrapped scarf as he 
walked to the ice rink... the toasty warmth of the cup 
of coffee as he cradled the borrowed mug down the 
back stairs... the fog that lay so silently across the ice.. 
the sound of man-powered speed... the dark lightning 
that was Michael Brighton... 


It all came back to Gareth like the bittersweet 
memory ofa lullaby sung by a voice long lost. 


He crouched down to his knees and let the memory 
take him. For twenty-six laps, Gareth watched the 
beautiful form of his lover slice through the turquoise 
waters. For twenty-six laps, Gareth allowed his mind to 
imagine how he so desperately wanted this coming 


moment to be... 


De-robed, Gareth would slip into the water with 
the stealth of a banished lover stealing up his 
towered heart's trellis... 


Even in his fantasy mind, he knew it was as corny 
as hell, but that was exactly why he craved it. They 
deserved a respite of corniness from the hell they had 
been living in. For twenty-six laps, Gareth was 
determined to have just that... 


In long, powerful strokes Gareth would glide 
underwater. Unseen, unheard, he would strike 
Michael from below. His tongue would be the first 
to touch the moving target. With a speed and a 
daring that oftentimes eluded him in his personal 
life, he'd ram his tongue into the swimming 
Michael's navel. As Michael would stop and jerk 
away in shock, Gareth would wrap his arms around 


Michael's waist, locking the man in a bear hug that 
would allow unfettered ravishing. 


Michael would no doubt continue to struggle, so 
Gareth would be forced to pull the man to him 
underwater. Down into the depths of the turquoise 
pool he would drive them, down where the water 
grew heavy, down where the only motions were 
slow. 


Finally, face to face, the stunned look on 
Michael's face would change quickly into one of his 
lover's long-missed smiles, and Gareth's cock would 
twitch in unadulterated delight. Framing Michael's 
face with the palm of his hands, Gareth would bring 
their lips together in a hungry lock that would share 
tongue and treasured breath. They would kiss like 
this for as long as their starved lungs would allow, 
their bodies twining around each other into a 
beautiful sculpture of lust. Slowly they would rise, 


still wrapped within each other, until their heads 
broke the water and the clean, rich sun of the 
Sahara joined in their kiss. 


Michael, of course, would try to speak. He'd try 
to pull away to question, to warn, to chastise, and, 
God willing, to thank. Gareth would have none of it 
and would simply hold him tighter. They'd kiss and 
they'd float until their bodies reached the pool's 
wall. Only then would Gareth say his first words. “I 
want to make love to you. Right here and right 
now. ” The look in Gareth's eyes would be as fierce 
and as full of need as his voice. 


Michael would furrow his brow, trying to figure 
out why the hell it was so important, not 
understanding that Gareth had been dying without 
him. Soon, though, Michael too would give in to the 
need and nod his head once before floating 


backwards to the pool's long and shallow first step. 


Gareth would follow like a dog on a leash, his 
hands never leaving Michael's tanned skin. With 
elbows resting behind his back on the step, Michael 
would stretch out his long body and await Gareth's 
love as the water lapped his nipples. A “come 
hither” smile would play on those damnable lips, 
and gruff ol’ Gareth would break into a smile that 
would warm the heavens. 


Slowly, Gareth would take the man that held his 
beating heart. He would begin at Michael's wet toes. 
Suckling them, one by one, as he floated in the 
water, his hands would stroke the man's strong 
calves. Gareth's palms would be tickled by the 
feather-soft hairs on those wickedly long legs. 


Next would come Michael's ankle and the 
mysterious wound that lay so tightly bandaged. 


Softly, he'd kiss the wrapping, giving it all his love 
to get better. Then, with kisses as small and as 
plentiful as butterflies in the spring, he'd shower 
Michael's legs from ankles to thighs with these soft 
endearments. As Gareth's mouth and his hands 
reached Michael's treasure-laden hips, he'd refuse to 
touch what was so beautifully offered, moving 
instead to Michael's abs. As his tongue felt its way 
across the tensed breathing six-pack, his hands 
would find Michael's nipples to tweak and rub them. 
Giving in to his foolish need, Gareth would softly 
place his ear to Michael's living heart and let the 
sound of the beats push even more blood into 
Gareth's own cock. 


Michael's patience would have grown thin by 
now. With hands locked in Gareth's damp hair, he'd 
yank the older man back up to his lips. Wrapping 
arms and legs around Gareth's body like steel, 


Michael would meld his body firmly to Gareth's. 
Together, the men would begin to rock. 


Hip to hip, cock to cock, the men moved with an 
urgency neither one had ever experienced. Still 
kissing, still rubbing, the lovers quickly came, and 
into Rockwell Vaughn's pool did both men leave 
their seed... 


Michael stepped out of the pool and put an end to 
all fantasy. Gareth watched now with a fresh sense of 
urgency. The time to act was nearing. Readjusting the 
binoculars across his eyes, Gareth Reed took a deep 
breath and waited for his opportunity. 


Michael didn't even bother to dry himself off he 
simply walked to the low wall surrounding the pool area 
and stretched himself out upon it. Gareth shuddered as 
he whispered into the hot Moroccan breeze, “‘you're so 


fucking gorgeous.” 


Gareth waited impatiently while Michael let the sun 
dry his naked body. He looked tired, almost winded, 
something Gareth had never witnessed outside of sex. It 
worried him, and he tried to shrug offhis concern. 
Allowing any more anxieties to creep into his bones 
would only distract him, and distractions could easily 
prove deadly. 


Michael reached for his cock. It was a slow, 
hesitant move, one that afforded the all-seeing sun to 
capture the gold ring within its light. 

“Damn!” Gareth tossed the binoculars into his bag. 
It was the first time he'd noticed the band on Michael's 
finger. His anger erupted into a muttered string of self 
damning words, “Wasted enough time already. Time to 
move.” 


Gareth moved. 


Dressed to blend in as a vacationing European, 


Gareth wore easy fitting khaki pants and a white 
button-down shirt made of light cotton. He carried his 
duffel bag over his shoulder like any tourist would his 
camera bag, Dark sunglasses and a dusting of typical 
vacation stubble were the only concessions he'd made 
to hide his identity. Let the world know that Gareth 
Reed was here. Let the world know that he'd come for 
Michael Brighton. 


Rather than grabbing Michael and running for it, 
Gareth stealthily crept toward Rockwell's villa. 
Breaking in after years of creatively entering off limit 
buildings of every shape and size was a piece of 
proverbial cake. Sure, he was cocky, but Gareth knew 
he could do this. He knew he would do this. He knew 
the only way he was going to leave Vaughn's villa 
without Michael was in a body bag, 


Gareth moved with due speed through the interior 


of the main house. While Rockwell was away now, he 
had no certain idea of when the bastard would return. 
Out into the courtyard framed by towering date palms 
and exotic cacti, Gareth crept in silence. Keeping to the 
growing shadows of a dying afternoon, he made tt 
behind the low wall Michael was now sitting atop. 
Gareth he reached into his bag and pulled out the 
leather hood and the prepped syringe; he had to get to 
Michael before he went inside or back into the pool. 
Gareth moved quicker than his thundering heart should 


rightfully have allowed. 


As Michael sat up and reached back for the rolled- 
up towel that was his pillow, Gareth struck. His plan 
worked like clockwork. The needle slipped without 
impediment into Michael's tanned skin. The leather 
hood effectively blinded Michael without allowing a 
glimpse of his captor. The only hiccup to his plan came 
froma momentary flash of Gareth's own weakness. As 


his arms had encircled Michael and pulled him tight to 
his chest, Gareth almost called out his name. Feeling this 
man in his arms once again was unexpectedly 
overwhelming. A tear fell down his own cheek as 
Michael's head lolled onto Gareth's shoulder. When the 
last of Michael's consciousness had been drained 
effectively away, all Gareth could think was what a 
fucked up world they all lived in. 


KK KK 


Even when he was naked as a jaybird, Michael 
Brighton was one hell ofa heavy man. While Gareth 
had extensive practice lugging unmoving bodies around 
in disaster zones, traipsing through an empty 
neighborhood with his nude lover over his shoulder left 
him gulping down the hot African air, trying to feed 
suddenly starving lungs. By the time he made it back to 
the empty vacation house he had commandeered days 


before, he was about ready to collapse. Making it to 
the front bedroom, he barely had the energy to ease the 
fall of Michael's slippery form down to the king-sized 
mattress. 


The sun-baked room was hot, since Gareth didn't 
want to risk turning on the air conditioning. Opening the 
windows, Gareth welcomed in the late afternoon breeze 
that arrived from the cool, snow covered peaks of the 
nearby Atlas Mountains. While the electricity was still 
turned on, the only appliance Gareth put to use was the 
refrigerator, which he had stocked with bottled water 
and cold cuts. Gareth wasn't prepared for them to stay 
more than one night in the borrowed house. Any longer 
a period would risk curious eyes sparking detection. 
The drugs should work their way out of Michael's 
system within four hours, just long enough for Gareth to 
secure the house and await Rockwell's return home. 
Vaughn's reaction would be telling and a clear indicator 


as to Gareth and Michael's next move. Before anything 
else was to be done, however, Gareth surrendered to 
the overriding need to touch. So many months had been 
lost, so many moments had slipped away, Gareth 
simply couldn't waste a second more. 


Crawling up on the bed, Gareth laid himself down 
beside the love of his life. Snaking his arm gently under 
Michael's neck, he cradled the sleeping body with his 
own. Face to face they lay, Gareth listening to Michael's 
soft, low breaths. Suddenly the skin he had missed so 
much was too great a temptation for Gareth to resist. 
Every curve, every bend, every spot that once elicited a 
breathy laugh or a breathless moan Gareth revisited 
with reverence and greed. Finally, his hungry hands 
rested on the beloved face. Slowly, he trailed his 
fingertips along his brow, down the strong jaw, across 
the closed eyes. “God, I've missed your eyes,” he 
whispered in a strangled, tearless sob. Softly, he placed 


a gentle kiss upon those treasured lips. “Wake up soon. 
I've got to hear that voice again.” 


After he had delighted in revisiting his lover's body, 
Gareth reluctantly untangled himself and comfortably 
resettled Michael under the flannel sheet. He looked 
down at the man who so tickled and warmed his soul 
and smiled. “I love you,” he whispered. Gareth then 
slipped out of the room. He had to work to do and an 


amazing man to protect. 


The next four hours passed without a sound from 
Michael Brighton. He simply slept on in hushed 
slumber. While Gareth was intent on keeping an eye out 
for Rockwell's return to the villa, his most important 
task now was to be there when Michael first opened his 
eyes. It was a balancing act Gareth was being forced to 
play. Five minutes upstairs, binoculars to his eyes, 
followed by five minutes by Michael's bedside 
desperately looking for any signs that he was coming 


around. 


Nearly an hour passed dancing this maddening 
dance. Gareth was trying his best to fight back rising 
concern. Just as he was beginning to be plagued with 
worry and doubt, Michael Brighton awoke. 


KK KK 


Countless authors have tried to successfully 
describe the sensation of awaking froma drug-induced 
sleep, but, as Michael pulled himself out of heavy 
nothingness, he was damned sure that even 
Shakespeare couldn't have narrowed this shitty feeling 
down into a few meager words. 


He felt terrible. His head pounded. His stomach 
was crawling up his throat. Even with his eyes still 
closed, he could feel the universe around him wobbling 
sickeningly on its axis. Ifhe wasn't so fucking mad, he'd 


bury his head right back into the claustrophobic fog and 
not stick his pinky out of it until the world was a much 
steadier place. Pounding the shit out of whoever had 
done this to him, however, would require him to at least 
open his eyes to see where to land the first punch. So, it 
was with a scowl firmly attached to his face and a plan 
of violent retaliation that Michael once again greeted the 
world. 


KKK K 


Gareth knew his lover well. While the two of them 
had not been blessed with countless mornings of waking 
up together, Gareth still recognized the way Michael 
crinkled his nose just as sleep deserted him. So he was 
prepared for those ice-green eyes to open, but he was 
not prepared for the powerful right fist that struck out at 
him. Barely dodging the fist aimed at his chin, he was 
thrown off balance. Michael took advantage. With his 


fist now open, Michael's strong fingers dug into Gareth's 
skin, grabbing the other man's arm in a remarkably firm 
grip. With a thrust of Michael's hips and a turn of his 
own shoulder, Michael had Gareth pmned down on his 
back in less than one second. 


Stunned speechless, Gareth glared up at the 
unfocused eyes with a little bit of admiration and whole 
lot of anger. He opened his mouth, sure something 
appropriate would tear itself out of his throat, only to 
have Michael ram his forearm down across the front of 
his neck. Suddenly, cursing the man out was no longer 
an option. He just hoped breathing stayed on the table. 


Even drugged out of his mind, Michael was 
apparently still able to read his lover's mind. He 
loosened his arm marginally. 


Gareth was prepared to wait him out. He knew 
Michael would get it together sooner or later; he just 


had to stay alive until that light bulb flashed on. 
“Gareth? What the fuck are you doing here?” 


Shaken to his core that Michael had recognized him 
and was still fighting him now, Gareth snarled out with 
the little bit of air allowed him, “saving your stupid ass!” 


“You kidnapped me!” 
“From your kidnapper!” 


“What?” That had obviously thrown his lover for a 
loop. 


“What do you mean, ‘What? ?” 

“I wasn't kidnapped... not until now, that is.” 
“The hell you were.” 

“The hell I wasn't.” 

“Kiss me, or get the fuck off of me!” 


Michael kissed him. Hard. And long. 
Gareth hoped to hell that the bastard didn't just hear 


him moan. 
Unfortunately for Gareth's pride, the bastard had 


heard and pulled his tongue out of Gareth's tonsils with 
a Satisfied smack. “Happy?” the kid growled. 


“Ecstatic,” Gareth snapped as he pushed the man 
off of him. He watched with an odd sense of satisfaction 
as Michael's uncoordinated, doped up ass tumbled 
back onto the bed. Yanking himself back up into a 
sitting position, he stared down at Michael and stated 
with all certainty, “you're crazy.” 

Michael moaned and rubbed his spinning head. He 
squinted up at the older man. “What'd you give me?” 


Gareth shrugged. 
“You don't know?” a wide-eyed Michael asked 


incredulously. 


“Not a doctor, kid.” Gareth shrugged again, just for 
the reaction he got. 


Michael's guppy face was one of Gareth's favorites. 


Taking mercy on the kid, he let Michael off the 
hook by admitting, “But old man Broadway is a doctor, 
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SO... 


While Michael was able to normally breathe again, 
he was still not completely soothed. “Who else did you 
bring into this mess?” 

“Got the hood from your officemate Tencia 
Mayhew.” Gareth tried his damnedest to hold a straight 
face. 


“You did not.” Michael called him out on it 
immediately. 
Gareth only grinned. 


Michael rolled his eyes. “And this house or 
whatever we're in now,” his arms flopped back and 
forth uncoordinatedly at his sides, “I suppose you got it 
from my first grade school teacher?” 


“No, this I stole,” Gareth smirked. 


“Terrific.” Michael dug his knuckles into his eyes 
and rubbed slowly. 


“How bad is the headache?” Gareth asked, trying 
his hardest not to feel guilty. Broadway had warned him 
that it would probably be a nasty side effect. “Doc 
Broadway said you could have some aspirin.” 


“Gee, do I get it rammed into my arm too?” No 
matter how horrible he must be feeling, it was good to 
know that Michael's sarcasm was as sharp as ever. 


Gareth, however, ignored the comment as he 
jerked his head to the corner of the room. “Got a bottle 


in my bag” 

“Water?” 

“You bet.” Gareth tried out a brief smile before 
Jogging into the kitchen and returning with a cold bottle. 


“Thought you were off the stuff” he commented as he 
dug through his bag. 


“Off of what?” Michael asked wearily. He really did 
look miserable. Gareth returned to the bed and handed 
both medicine and drink to himas he struggled to sit up. 


“The water.” 
“Why'd you think that?” 


“Saw you out there at that pool all exhausted- 
looking but ignoring that big tall glass.” 


Michael shrugged as he popped the first pill. “I 
think Rockwell drugs it,” he confessed casually. 


“He what!” Gareth growled. 


Looking totally worn out, Michael handed back 
both bottles and eased himself back down to the bed. 
As to Gareth's outrage, Michael ignored it completely. 
“T'mjust guessing. Could be wrong, you know, just 
paranoid.” 


Ifthe kid got any more lackadaisical about this, 
Gareth was going to scream. He tried to retain just a bit 
of his patience, however, as he asked calmly, “‘and just 
why do you think the water was drugged?” 


Michael shrugged. “Just would sleep a little sounder 
than usual after drinking it.” 


“You're kidding me?” At first he asked it as a 
hopeful question, but, when he got no response, he 
shouted it as an accusation. “You are kidding me!” 


Michael's inner fire roared back to life. “What the 


fuck did you want me to do? It was part of the deal. 
Vaughn wouldn't hurt me.” 


“Deal?” Gareth asked warily. 
“T told you. I agreed to this.” 


“You agreed to be drugged? You agreed to walk 
around with your mouth glued shut?” 


Michael looked surprised that he knew about that 
but chose to ignore it for the time being. Calmly, he 
replied, “yes, Gareth, I did.” 

“Why?” Gareth asked softly. “What is the bastard 
holding over you?” 

“Nothing,” Michael answered so quickly that 
Gareth knew he was lying. 


“Ts it that damn building?” Gareth had been doing a 
lot of thinking about this. While he'd been tearing up 
New York City looking for Michael, Gareth had 


discovered that Rockwell was the main stockholder in 
the company that owned the Taft and Tate. Michael 
would have known this and been aware that, with a 
simple nod of Rockwell's head, he could have sent the 
old plant down to its death Like the kid had said, he'd 
do just about anything to save his grandfather's legacy. 


Michael remained silent, which frustrated Gareth 
beyond belief. Dammed up anger tumbled out of him. 
“It's a pile of shit, Michael! I don't give a fuck that your 
grandfather designed it. Ifyou had designed the damn 
thing and built it brick by brick with your bare hands it 
still wouldn't be worth your life. God, kid, are you that 
stupid?” Gareth immediately knew that he might have 
gone too far when Michael's face drained itself of all 
color. 


“If I wasn't about to puke out my guts, I'd rip your 
fucking tonsils out your nose for that.” Michael's face 


then turned a distinct shade of green. “Bathroom?” 


“Through there.” Gareth pointed to the corner 
doorway. He watched as Michael, bare-assed as the 
day he was born, hurried through tt. 


Ten minutes later, Michael reappeared, a bath 
towel swung low over his hips. 


‘Feel better?” 


‘Not really.” Michael padded back over to the bed. 
Standing with his fists firmly placed on toweled hips, he 
asked with a hint of snark, “I don't suppose you thought 
to bring me any clothes in this grand adventure of 
yours?” 


“Jeez, kid! This isn't a damn game!” Gareth 
exploded. He yanked himself off the bed to stand toe- 
to-toe with the near-naked man. “For seven months 
I've been looking for you! For seven months, I've had 


to listen to this little voice in the back of my head telling 
me that you were dead. . .telling me that no way in hell 
would you have just walked away without a fucking 
word.” 


Michael's gaze dropped heavily to the floor. 
Defensively, he wrapped his arms around himself: “I 
didn't have a choice.” 


Gareth's rage disappeared, leaving shame in its 
stead. He reached out and grasped Michael's shoulders 
firmly. “I know you didn't have a choice. That's the 
point, Michael.” Gareth could feel the spirit bleed out of 
Michael. That only made him hold on tighter. “Tell me 
what's going on, and I'll fix it.” 


Michael snorted, his eyes flashing to the duffel bag 
in the corner. “You pack your cape and tights in there?” 


“No, but I do have a gun.” The world was for sale 
in the Djemaa el Fna, tf you knew where to look. ‘TH 


kill him, Michael.” The look in Gareth's eyes cemented 
that truth. “If that's what it takes to get you away from 
him, I'll do it.” 

Gently, Michael broke away from his grasp. “Not 
this time.” 

“What?” Gareth asked in confusion as Michael 
wandered off to the window. 


Looking outside into the dusk, Michael stated 
simply, “you're not stepping in front ofa bullet for me, 
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too. 


The pieces began to fit together. “That's what 
youre doing, isn't it?” So this wasn't about the damned 
building. This was about his father and the ultimate 
sacrifice he'd made for his son. Michael was trying to 
do the same thing. Gareth slowly closed the distance 
between them. His voice was hushed and pleading. 
“Who are you taking the bullet for, Michael?” 


Dropping his forehead to the heated pane of glass, 
Michael drew a pain-filled breath. “Melisande,” he 
confessed lowly. 


“What?” Gareth was at Michael's side in an instant. 
He yanked the younger man around by the shoulders. 
“What are you talking about?” 


Michael winced at the growing agony in Gareth's 
eyes. He did not, however, pull away again. 
“Rockwell's got pull with the State department. He was 
going to have her sent back home.” 


“He wouldn't do that,” Gareth ground out. Sending 
his wife back home was sending her to her own certain 
death. No human being would be so cruel. 


Michael was talking again. The speed of his words 
betrayed the simmering contempt that they held. “If you 
have enough money in the world, Gareth, you can do 
anything, I learned that here.” 


Gareth felt his knees begin to give away. He barely 
made it to the bed in time. He teetered on the edge as 
he spoke, “J don't understand. Why now? What 
changed to push him to do this?” 


Looking sick to his stomach again, Michael eased 
himself down to the floor. Leaning against the wall, 
Michael pulled his knees to his chest. His voice was 
barely audible. “He saw the pictures, Gareth.” 


“What pictures?” 


Michael let out a harsh laugh and closed his eyes to 
the world. “Ask Bastien.” 


The name of his brother-in-law was literally the last 
thing in the world Gareth wanted to hear. “What the hell 
does he have to do with this?” 


Peeking his eyes open, one by one, it was obvious 
Michael didn't want to tell Gareth this. “Not only has 


dear Bastien had you followed for years, he's had a 
damn good photographer doing the following.” Michael 
stopped, allowing the ugly truth to settle in. As always, 
he tried his damnedest to find the bright light. “Got to 
say, we'd make a killing in the porn industry.” 


Gareth didn't find this funny. Gareth didn't find 
anything in the whole damn world funny right now. “But 
how did...” Trying desperately to wrap his mind around 
this, he didn't even know where to start or what to ask. 
He settled for a solid fact. “Bastien doesn't have the 
balls or the smarts to go to Rockwell.” 


“Youre right,” Michael looked his lover dead in the 
eyes, ‘but Bastien is weasel enough to go to your wife.” 


The truth hit Gareth like a ton of molten bricks. 
“No. She wouldn't... Mel would never...” 

“Easy.” Michael's loving smile calmed him more 
than any words could. “Melisande is an innocent here. 


Bastien gave her the photos right before she met us at 
the hospital that night. That's how she knew who I was 
by sight. Apparently, she had the pictures in her purse 
the whole time. I guess she was mulling over what to do 
about them. After she talked to you, though, she tossed 
them into the trash.” 


“Rockwell saw,” Gareth guessed with a hardened 
voice. 


“Yeah. He saw.” Michael dropped his head to his 
bent knees as a shiver rode over his bare back. “I guess 
Rockwell's been harboring some pretty nasty 
tendencies for years now. He'd been able to keep 
himself in check until he saw us... me, like that. 


Knowing about me fucking a guy is one thing, seeing it 
is another. I guess he...” 


“Always knew you were irresistible.” 
Michael glanced up, only to find one of Gareth's 


rare smiles. “God, Gareth,” Michael rubbed his hand 
tiredly across his forehead, “Who knows how long he 
wanted...” 


“He'd never given you a clue?” Gareth asked 
bluntly. 


“Never. He was my dad's best friend. He was like 
ny family.” Michael wrapped his arms around his head, 
his face hidden in the bareness of his skin. His words 
were muffled, but they came. “That morning at your 
place, he called me on my cell phone. You were still 
asleep. He got me to go meet him without even leaving 
you a note. He said it was urgent...” Michael slowly 
dropped his arms. His eyes were filled with unshed 
tears. “I thought I'd be right back. I thought I'd be back 
before you woke up.” 


“You weren't.” Gareth's lips quirked into a sad lie 
ofa smile. 


“No, I wasn't.” Michael watched as Gareth moved 
down to the floor beside him. They sat touching 
shoulders, like they had so many times before. The tiny 
act gave Michael the strength he needed. “Rockwell 
made my options clear to me. I guess they were really 
just his demands. Like I said, I didn't have a choice. He 
pretty much knew that already. He'd already worked 
out a leave of absence for me from school, and since I 
live in my late aunt's condo, there's no rent to worry 
about. Any bills he'd take care of, so...” Michael 
drifted off into silence. 


“So, he took you here.” 


“Yeah,” Michael tried to laugh, “T guess it was as 
simple as that.” 


Swinging his arm around Michael's shoulders, 
Gareth pulled him in for a long hug, trying to project his 
love and comfort into the embrace. 


Treasured moments later, Michael slowly pulled 
away. He stood up with a grimace and a hardly 
concealed yawn. The bed was obviously calling him. 
Sitting down on its edge, he dangled his bare toes over 
the rug, “So, how did you find me?” he asked easily 
enough. 


In response, Gareth pushed himself'to his feet, went 
to his duffel bag and took out a picture. It was a screen 
capture from the video he had received only days ago 
by email. It showed an image of the bearded man out 
on the street, looking right into the handheld camera as 
he spoke. He handed the photograph to Michael. “Do 
you know him?” Gareth asked his lover in a low, 
nonjudgmental voice. 


For a moment, Michael only looked confused. 
Soon, he began to pale. “He told you where I was?” he 
asked in a wisp of his usual voice. 


Gareth looked down at his feet. “He showed me, 
Michael.” 


Horror and embarrassment fell hard across 
Michael's face. “God...” 


Gareth quickly sat down by his side. “If it wasn't for 
that video, I'd be still be tearing Vienna apart. That man 
gave me Morocco. He gave me you.” 


Michael's eyes were vulnerable and wide. He was 
trying so hard to understand. “You saw? And you 
still... I don't even remember. ..” 


“You were unbelievably sexy.” Gareth tried and 
failed at a smile. For a moment, his eyes disappeared to 
the fists that were now his hands. When his gaze 
returned, it Gareth's gaze was cold and steely. “I want 
to kill him, Michael. I want to tear his fucking throat 
out.” 


Trying to lighten the mood, Michael asked for 
unnecessary assurance, “I hope you're talking 
Rockwell's fucking throat, not... .?” 


“Just who was that bearded man?” Gareth asked in 
classic comic book fashion with a much-welcomed 
smirk. 


“His name is Cotswold. He's a friend. He owns that 
old brownstone with the gnomes and the roof garden.” 


“You told him about us?” Gareth was surprised, 
although he didn't know why he should be. Unlike 
himself, Michael was as free as a bird and could reveal 
his “attachments” to the world, as long as certain names 
were left unmentioned. 


“I told him about someone,” Michael assured him, 
reading his mind. “The rest he figured out on his own.” 
Before Gareth could ask more about the bearded man, 
Michael sobered and stared down hard at his knees. 


“You know, Gareth, in the end all of this was my 
choice. The blame can't just lie with Rockwell.” 


“Yeah,” Gareth reached over, and, with a caress of 
his hand, tipped Michael's jaw back up. Gratitude 
flowed through Gareth's eyes. “It was your choice to 
save my wife.” 


Ina disgusted rush of breath, Michael huffed out his 
disagreement. “T didn't do it for her.” 


“I know.” 
The soft kiss lasted several long minutes. 


As he regretfully pulled away for air, Michael 
crooked a smile meant to infuriate and ruffle, “So you 
thought I was sexy in the video?” 


“Don't start,” Gareth cut him off harshly. 


“Hey, if we can't laugh about it, we can't...” 


“I can never laugh about it, Michael. He raped 
you.” Gareth's rage was evident and ran deep. 


“No,” Michael hissed, trying to get the truth through 
his thick head. “T let him. I agreed to it all.” 


“For me,” Gareth growled lowly. “You did it for 
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ne. 


Michael could hardly deny that, so he didn't. There 
were other things to argue. “He didn't rape me. 
Nobody did.” 


Gareth let the matter rest, for now. “What are we 
going to do?” 


“I don't know.” Michael tried valiantly to keep the 
conversation light. “Cape or not, you're the hero in this 
relationship.” 


“You're the one with the tights.” Gareth threw an 
accusing look over his shoulder. 


“They are not tights.” Michael hotly defended his 
black skate suit. 


Gareth cocked his eyebrow. 
“And put that damn eyebrow down.” 


Gareth's laugh disappeared before it took breath. “T 
want to kill him, Michael.” 


“I know,” was all Michael could say. 


Chapter Eleven: Before a Shattered 
Window 


Michael Brighton watched the Saharan sunrise ftom 
behind a shattered pane of glass. A bloodied hand ran 
through his sweat-soaked hair. He was speechless. 


Gareth Reed knelt down beside his sitting form and 
gently asked, “My God, Michael, what have you 
done?” 


Gareth wouldn't learn the whole truth until they got 
to New York. Michael steadfastly refused to speak of it 
until then. The memories of the last few hours, however, 
were not so resolute in their silence as they swarmed 
through Michael's mind again and again... 


They were in the upstairs room with the view of 
Rockwell's villa, which was unfurnished, bare walls 


surrounded by a single Berber rug. Gareth had 
fallen asleep. Michael doubted he had done more 
than close his eyes since seeing that emailed video. 
With their lone sheet, Michael covered Gareth up as 
he sat against the wall, snoring lowly. Gareth sat on 
the rug now, left shoulder fallen to the nearby wall, 
head and neck crooked at uncomfortable angles. 


Michael wished he had a camera. He'd have to 
trust his mind to catalogue Gareth's image into the 
“Must Keep” file. 


Popping another aspirin, Michael hoped it 
would be enough to keep his headache at bay. The 
pain had finally begun to wane; the dizziness, 
however, was still stubbornly sticking around. If he 
waited around for a completely clear head, though, 
it would be too late. “Just give me an hour, ” he 
whispered up to the Marrakech moon through the 
stolen house's window. “One hour is all I'll need to 


end this.” 


As the night had progressed, Gareth's hatred for 
Rockwell only seemed to grow. The details Michael 
gave him only cast kerosene on the already-stoked 
fire. Michael couldn't allow Gareth's rage to 
consume him. He wouldn't risk Gareth tossing away 
his own life in an ill-fated strike of revenge... 


Besides, Michael had a few things to avenge 
himself. 


This time when he left, Michael wrote a note. 


KK KK 


Although there had been no sign of Rockwell 
from Gareth's window since Gareth had taken 
Michael from the pool, Michael had little doubt that 
Rockwell knew what was going on. He doubted his 
mentor would ever show his face again at his much- 


beloved villa. Rockwell might be crazy, but he sure 
as hell wasn't stupid. 


Michael grinned as he walked down the street to 
Rockwell's house and his five-car garage. While 
deserting the homestead might be prudent for 
Rockwell, it left wide open some very interesting 
options for Michael, including a four-wheel drive 
jeep, two Italian sports cars, and a bullet-proof 
SUV. 


Michael took the jeep. 


KK eK 


The four-hundred year old house lay on the edge 
of the old medina. Its inner courtyard held an olive 
tree that had begun growing in the days of 
Shakespeare. A small fountain lay under its century- 
old branches. A wrought-iron chair sat beside the 


gently murmuring water. With silver flask in hand, 
Rockwell Vaughn sat and waited. 


Michael didn't disappoint. 
He approached Rockwell from behind. 


Like any well-armed hunter, Rockwell knew 
Michael's scent. 


KK KK 


The bloodied hand had been Gareth's. The broken 
window was also Gareth's doing. When he had awoken 
to find Michael gone and an infùriating note that read 
simply: “Gone. Be back,” Gareth had thrown his fist 
through the damned window. 


By Gareth's best estimates, Michael had been gone 
barely two hours when he walked back into the upstairs 
room ina daze. 


Without a word, Michael went to the shattered 
window and sat down. He ghosted his fingers over the 
broken glass with a reverence Gareth didn't understand. 
Dawn illuminated its clear gaze on Michael's face, but 
his gaze was cloudy and unfocused. 


Gareth knelt down beside the sitting form and 
asked, “my God, Michael, what have you done?” He 
drew his swollen fingers through the sweat-soaked hair. 


“You love me,” Michael finally whispered. It wasn't 
so much a question as a statement. 


“No shit, Michael,” Gareth huffed in reply. 


The ice-green eyes reflected nothing but sand and 
sun. “Take me back to New York. Take me today. I'll 
explain everything once we're there, I swear.” 


There were a thousand things to say. Gareth chose 
only one. ‘TI take you home.” 


Chapter Twelve: Home 


Clouds blanketed the Atlantic. The 777 coasted 
across the sea of cotton without a whisper of turbulence 
and without a word from Michael Brighton. 


Gareth was getting worried. He'd tried to contain 
his growing concern by telling himself that the kid just 
needed rest. For most of the flight, that explanation had 
worked. Michael had slept soundly against the tiny 
window until New York had crested on their western 
horizon. He did little more than open his eyes, however. 
Michael just sat and stared, politely refusing 
refreshments from the flight attendants with a shake of 
his head. 


Gareth hadn't pushed him. He'd just enjoyed being 
able to look to his side and see the man he thought he'd 
lost for months. This gargantuan effort at patience lasted 


until their plane was set on a holding pattern over JFK. 
By that time, eight hours of silence had crept by. Gareth 
knew he couldn't handle a ninth. Clearing his throat, 
Gareth reached over and took Michael's left hand 
within his own. He noticed, not for the first time, that the 
gold band Michael had been wearing at the pool was 
now missing, He figured it was as good a place as any 
to start. “Did he make you wear it?” Names and details 
weren't necessary. Michael knew what he was talking 
about. 


Looking down at their joint left hands, Michael only 
nodded. 


Gareth was seriously beginning to wonder if the kid 
was in some kind of shock. Gareth held the hand 
tighter. “What about your ankle?” He had his 
suspicions, but he hadn't dared to look under the 
dressing when he had the opportunity. 


Michael surprised him by actually answering, 
“That's the only thing he did to me that caused me 
pain... I mean, well, you know, physical pain,” he 
stammered. “He couldn't even get it up anymore so he 
couldn't go there. And he wasn't about to let anyone 
else actually ‘take’ his property, so... I'm lucky, I 
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guess. 

Gareth bit back the anger. “Not quite what I'd call 
it, ki a 

Michael just shrugged. 


Gareth wasn't about to let him off the hook yet. 
“So, what did he do to your ankle?” 


Looking out over New York State, Michael replied 
casually, “He branded me.” 


“God, Michael. ..” 
Immediately waving off Gareth's concern, Michael 


glanced back at him and tried to smile. “Just his initials. 
‘R.V.’ can stand for lots of things,” Michael valiantly 
tried to rationalize. 


“Tf you say ‘recreational vehicle... .”” Gareth was 
going to cut that offat the pass. 


“That's a good one,” Michael grinned 

“Michael,” Gareth warned. 

“Roving vegetarian,” Michael suggested with a bit 
of thought. 

“Not funny.” Gareth refused to smile. 

The kid tried again. “Rambling violinist.” 

“You can't play.” Gareth paused and asked, just to 
be sure, “Can you?” 


Michael only smiled. A pregnant pause later, he 
added. “Risky venture?” 


Gareth rolled his eyes. “At least you're getting 
warmer.” 


The plane finally began its descent. 
“Reed's Valentine?” Mischief was rife in the ice- 


green eyes. 
Gareth knew a trap when he heard it. “Whatever I 
say to that is going to get me in trouble, isn't it?” 


Instead ofa smart reply, Michael's face paled. His 
voice was barely a ghost of its old selfas he suggested, 
“recent victim?” 

‘Recent victor,” Gareth corrected with a stern 
certainty. 

Michael snorted and looked out the window as they 
taxied to their gate. “I think it's going to be Rockwell 
Vaughn until I get it sliced off of me.” 


“Yeah.” It was a point Gareth really couldn't argue. 


Minutes later, they were disembarking from the 
plane. As they left the boarding ramp and stepped onto 
the firm ground of New York, Michael told Gareth 
casually, “I think I'm going to pass out now.” 


And Michael Brighton did. 


KK KK 


Gareth was quite sure that Michael didn't mean to 
cause an international incident, but passing out in 
international terminals didn't hold as much innocence as 
t used to. 


Four hours later, with cable news networks still 
abuzz, JFK re-opened. 


Gareth needed a beer. 


Michael, meanwhile, only needed some fluids. An 
I.V. up his armand the kid was good to go... or so the 


officials kept assuring Gareth as he fought his way 
through the heightened security. They wouldn't give him 
any more information other than the hospital to which 
Michael had been taken. 


Gareth grabbed a cab and made only one stop on 
the way. 


KKK K 


“I brought you jel-o.” A quick run through the 
hospital's cafeteria had provided Gareth with just the 
perfect get-well present. 

Michael sat on a gurney, fully dressed and looking 
one hundred percent better. “My hero,” Michael 
grinned cheekily. 

The change in the kid was remarkable. “You look 
better.” 


“T feel better.” Michael seemed to literally bounce 


on the makeshift bed. “T've just been waiting for you 
and the paperwork to get out of here.” 


“How long?” he asked. 


“Twenty minutes.” Michael shrugged, clearly and 
inexplicably not caring about the delay. 


Gareth wasn't going to ask. As long as Michael was 
happy, he was happy. Hopping up on the gurney next 
to him, Gareth handed him the bowl and a spoon. 
“Enough time for...” 


‘“Melisande's free.” 


Gareth was going to say, “Enough time for jell-o.” It 
was just what he had said to that perky nurse at the 
“doc in a box” hospital all those months ago. It was a 
nice, innocent statement that might have gotten a laugh. 
Instead, Michael had... what had Michael just said? 
“What did you say?” he asked suspiciously. 


Michael jumped off the gurney to stand in front of 
his lover. He grinned as he repeated himself. 
“Melisande's free. Her first husband's been cleared of 
all charges. She's free to come and go to her country as 
often as she pleases.” Michael stepped between 
Gareth's legs. “It's over.” 


Gareth could hardly think, let alone breathe. He 
finally garbled out a pathetic, “how?” 


Michael just looked at him. The smile was gone 
from his face. 


Gareth's heart dropped. He repeated the question 
from the day before: “What did you do?” As Michael 
tried to step back, Gareth reached out and held his hips 
firmly in place. The kid wasn't getting out of his reach 
again. 

Michael closed his eyes. “Rockwell volunteered to 
handle it.” 


Gareth nearly exploded. “I wouldn't trust Rockwell 
as far as I could...” 


“I know.” Michael's stare was now resolute and 
locked with his lover's. “That's why I was waiting for 
the Burkina Faso officials to get back to me. I didn't 
want to tell you until I was sure.” 


“And you're sure now?” Gareth hardly dared to 
breathe. 


“I just called them. I think their words were 
something along the lines of, “A Rockwell Vaughn 
confessed this morning to all charges previously linked 
to Melisande Opara's husband. All judgments and 
sentences against her and her family have been 
dropped.” Michael shrugged sheepishly, “Sorry if I 
didn't get the accent right.” 


Gareth didn't know what to say. 


Michael took up the slack. “After I tracked 
Rockwell down, I told him he had one chance. He 
either make the charges in Burkina Faso disappear, or 
he would... you know, disappear.” 


“You threatened him?” Gareth shook his head, not 
really believing the things that were happening. 

“Didn't have to,” Michael threw another shrug his 
way. “He knows you. Once the proverbial ‘jig’ was up, 
he knew you'd kill him. I just let his imagination run 
wild.” 

“I would have done it, Michael.” There was no play 
in Gareth's words. 


Neither was there in Michael's. “I know. I couldn't 
let you.” Michael stopped, struggling to swallow. “T 
would have killed Rockwell first.” 


No wonder Michael had basically been in shock. 


Making a decision like that, let alone about your last 
family member, would have been enough to throw the 
most hard-assed Marine off the edge. Gareth was 
damned proud of Michael. He moved his hands to the 
kid's face and kissed him. 


When Gareth released him, Michael looked 
adorably confused. “What was that for?” 


“For being the man I love. For being my hero.” 
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Hours later, as midnight kissed New York 


goodbye, Gareth lay in Michael's bed, watching his 
lover slowly undress. 


“I could help you with that?” a naked Gareth 
offered from beneath the cool, white sheet. 


Michael bit his bottom lip in fervent consideration. 
In the end, though, he shook his head. “T'd rather you 


help me with something else.” As his briefs dropped to 
the floor, Michael's proudly risen cock bobbed merrily 
against his stomach. 

Gareth grinned. “I've missed the big guy.” 

Michael looked down at himself and smirked. “And 
apparently he's missed you.” 

“Come to bed, Michael,” Gareth whispered 
hungrily. 

Michael slipped in between the sheets and snuggled 


up to Gareth's side. With his head lying on Gareth's 
shoulder, Michael played with idly with a nipple. 


Gareth gave the unusual silence a couple of minutes 
before commenting, “Not that I'm not enjoying this,” he 
flexed his chest muscle, “but you're not talking, and that 
gives me the willies.”” 


Michael shrugged a shoulder, “I'm thinking. You 


talk.” 

“Ok,” Gareth mumbled, trying very hard to ignore 
the thick shaft currently twitching against his thigh. “Uh, 
so why didn't you take the little fellas with you?” 

Scrunching up his face in confusion, Michael raised 
his head up. He quickly saw that Gareth was staring at 
the carved wooden animals from Sky Crest on his 
windowsill. Michael sighed and laid his head back 
down. “Incentive,” he said simply. 


“To come back?” Gareth guessed. 
Michael nodded. “And to not go insane.” 


Gareth smiled and dropped a warm kiss into 
Michael's hair. “So, if 1 catch you whittling. . .” 


“Make sure it's you I'm whittling,” 


The puff of air from Michael's small laugh tickled 
Gareth's nipples. “Will do,” Gareth assured. 


“Mind if I make love to you now?” Although 
Michael's question was meek, the voice behind it was 
strong, 


Gareth turned Michael's face up towards his own 
and unabashedly grinned. “T've been waiting forever to 
hear you say that.” 


“Not forever, just seven months,” Michael 
corrected, wearing a crook ofa smile. 


“No,” Gareth vowed, “For you, for this, I've been 
waiting forever.” 


KKK 


The road ahead of them was to be long. 

Gareth would separate from his eternally grateful 
wile. 

Rockwell would vanish from his Burkina Faso jail 


cell and disappear into the ever-maddening world. 


Michael would re-enter school and, ironically, be 
appointed Rockwell's proxy on the corporate boards. 
Michael's first act of business would be to assure the 
Taft and Tate a long, healthy life. A school of industrial 
engineering would move into the old power plant after 
several million dollars of restorations had been 
completed. Michael would laugh and assure a still- wary 
Gareth, “if that didn't bring Rockwell out of hiding, 
nothing will.” 

Yes, their future was to be long and happy. 


And as the many years would pass, both men 
would wear a simple silver band around their left ring 
fingers. Inside, inscribed in Braille, would be a single 
word that perfectly described their hearts... It would 
simply read: “Taken.” 

The End 


